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EDITOR’S WORD 
Welcome

Welcome to the Money Issue. 
For five years, we have 

been bringing our readers 
the Money Issue, a special 
edition of North East Times 

that reflects the journey of making, growing and 
sharing wealth. 

Usually, we feature a successful businessperson 
and philanthropist who perfectly personifies this 
wealth journey. But, mindful of the extraordinary 
challenges businesses and organisations are 
currently facing, we decided to do things a little 
differently this year.

Instead of focusing on one person’s story, we’ve 
split the wealth journey into three core interviews. 

For the ‘make’ element, we speak to Steve 
Deutsch, chief executive of the forthcoming Great 
British Bank. We ask him about the process of 
setting up a North East-based challenger bank and 
who it is set to benefit. 

Our cover story represents the ‘growth’ part 
of the wealth journey and features local fintech 
entrepreneur Aaron Holmes, who tells us about his 
innovative company, Kani Payments, which was 
recently accepted onto Tech Nation’s prestigious 
Fintech Growth Programme. 

Finally, for ‘sharing’, we speak to Professor 
Charles Harvey from Newcastle University who is 
an authority on the impact of philanthropy in the 
North East. He reveals who the leading players are 
over the centuries and what motivates them to give 
back to their communities.

This is in addition to plenty of news, views and 
advice from our region’s business experts as we 
begin our process of recovery.

Thank you again to everyone who has 
contributed to this issue, and to our partners and 
advertisers who continue to support us. 

I hope that you enjoy this 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

Northumbrian Water is investing millions of pounds in 
a new ‘Gas to Grid’ plant at the Bran Sands Regional 
Effluent Treatment Works on Teesside. 

The new plant will enhance the way the company 
uses gas generated from the sewage it treats while 

significantly reducing the cost of running one of its biggest sites. 
Bran Sands is the second Northumbrian Water site to use Gas to 

Grid, following the establishment of a similar plant in North Tyneside 
in 2015. 

It will generate enough biomethane to fuel 5000 homes by injected 
it back into the National Grid. 

The £9.5 million investment represents the latest part of the North 
East water company’s energy management plan, through which it 
continues to utilise increasing volumes of sustainable energy from a 

variety of sources. 
Richard Murray, Northumbrian Water’s head of wastewater 

treatment and bioresources, said: “The Gas to Grid plant at Bran 
Sands is the latest part of our work to expand upon a wide-ranging 
sustainable energy mix that not only delivers value for money for 
our customer by reducing costs, but also contributes to our goal of 
achieving operational carbon neutrality by 2027.

“Bran Sands is a site that, at its heart, is there to protect the 
environment. The gas that is now flowing through the new plant 
represents the result of four years of planning and work to establish 
the Gas to Grid plant and add an extra layer of sustainability to the 
way we treat the sewage and industrial effluent from across Teesside.”

ENERGY

Green investment from 
North East water company

BULLETIN

FUNDING

North East LEP provides 
matched funding 
to SMEs through 
crowdfunding scheme
North East small businesses can now 
access up to £5000 of matched funding 
through Crowdfunder UK’s Pay it Forward 
initiative. 

Crowdfunder launched Pay it Forward 
to enable SMEs to keep trading by pre-
selling their goods and services during the 
coronavirus lockdown. 

Now, the North East Local Enterprise 
Partnership (LEP) is promising to match 

funds raised up to £5000 for eligible small 
firms. Crowdfunder has also scrapped all 
fees to make the scheme 100 per cent free. 

The scheme is open to small businesses 
employing fewer than ten full-time 
employees, of which there are 48,500 across 
the North East. 

Helen Golightly, chief executive at the 
North East LEP, said: “There are still some 
businesses in our region that are not eligible 
for Government’s backed grants or loans. 

“Many are turning to crowdfunding and 
the goodwill of customer to generate much-
needed funds. 

“Because of this, we’ve partnered with 
Crowdfunder to match fund appeals run 
by North East small businesses and ensure 
they receive the support they need.”

Northumbrian Water invests £9.5 million in 
Teesside waste treatment works



11

TECH

COVID-19 detection
Luminous Group has launched environmental 
monitoring software to support food producers in 
the detection of COVID-19 on surfaces. 

Initially launched in 2019, the traXR app 
can already test for high-risk pathogens such 
as salmonella and listeria. Using mixed reality 
technology, Luminous has expanded the software 
to keep surfaces free from contamination. 

COVID-19 news

The UK’s economic recovery 
from the coronavirus crisis 
has gotten off to a mixed 
start after the Office for 
National Statistics (ONS) 
released an estimate that 
GDP grew by just 1.8 per 
cent in May. 

The number of profit 
warnings issued by listed 
businesses across the North 
East increased fivefold in 
the first half of 2020, with all 
warnings citing the impact 
of the coronavirus pandemic 
on business operations.

Entrepreneur Helen McArdle 
has donated £50,000 to 
Children North East to help 
babies, children and young 
people in the wake of the 
coronavirus pandemic. The 
gift takes funds raised from 
the appeal to £75,000. 

Newcastle Building Society 
has made 14 grants worth 
more than £35,000 available 
to charities across the 
North that are focussed on 
supporting people most 
affected by the coronavirus 
pandemic. 

The latest ONS employment 
data continues to 
obscure the sharp rise in 
unemployment expected 
in the second half of 2020. 
However, while figures 
for the UK labour market 
remained stable, there were 
650,000 fewer employees 
on payrolls in June 
compared with March.
 

Tees Valley Mayor Ben 
Houchen has launched a 
£250,000 Back to Business 
Fund to give SMEs in the 
hospitality, tourism and 
events industry direct access 
to professional support, 
advice and guidance.

MANUFACTURING 

Profits doubled
Robotics firm Tharsus Group has recorded a 14 
per cent increase in income to £58.3 million in the 
financial year 2019/20 with post-tax profits more 
than doubling to £2.6 million. 

The growth mirrors increased demand for 
technology to solve challenges and create new 
business opportunities. 

Tharsus has delivered technology solutions 
to companies such as DHL and Automata and 
recently, Ocado. 

LOGISTICS

Major contract
PD Ports has won a pipeline contract with oilfield 
service company Saipem to service one of the 
largest gas discoveries in the Southern North Sea. 

The contract is to store and load 26,000 tonnes 
of steel pipe over five weeks. 

Frans Calje, PD Ports’ CEO, said: “This latest 
contract win builds on our long history in the 
handling of steel pipes for major offshore projects.”

SKILLS 

Institute created
A consortium of education providers and 
businesses have set up the North East Institute 
of Technology. Led by New College Durham in 
partnership with Middlesbrough College, Nissan, 
Esh Group and Newcastle University, the institute 
will deliver higher-level technical training. 

Zoe Lewis, principal and chief executive 
of Middlesbrough College, said: “This is an 
opportunity for us to deliver industry-focused 
skills training that meets the needs of employers.”
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TECH

Oracle Corporation 
acquires Pixology 
Limited
London-based technology company 
Pixology Limited has been acquired by 
multinational cloud computing giant, Oracle 
Corporation, with the help of a North East 
law firm. 

Pixology is the developer of Sauce Video, 
a cloud-based content creation platform that 
allows companies to collaborate with their 
employees and customers. 

Paul Wigham and Kirsty Adamson of 
Newcastle-based Weightmans, advised 
on the transaction, which saw Pixology’s 
founder Adam Theobald and remaining 
shareholders exit the business for an 
undisclosed sum.

BUILT ENVIRONMENT 

Zoopla partners with iamsold to boost 
sales by auction
The property marketplace, Zoopla, has teamed up with a Newcastle 
firm on an industry-first that will allow estate agents to expand their 
services and commercial opportunities.

Newcastle-based iamsold is the UK’s largest property auctioneer 
and the Zoopla partnership will help agents sell more properties via 
the modern method of auction. 

This method, whereby the whole process is completed online, 
operates with fixed timescales to deliver faster purchases, with 
average completion taking just 56 days. 

Jamie Cooke, managing director of iamsold (pictured), said: “We 

founded iamsold to offer a solution for vendors needing to buy or sell 
properties quickly and during the last ten years has grown a network 
of over 2500 estate agent branches.

“The future of auction is online and it’s incredible to see this 
recognised by Zoopla as they expand into this territory with our 
partnership.”

FINANCE 

Mantle Financial 
Planning joins Fairstone’s 
DBO programme
Fairstone has announced that a South East 
company with funds under management of 
£1.2 billion has joined its Downstream Buy 
Out (DBO) model. 

This takes the South Tyneside-based 
chartered financial planner’s total funds 
under management to £10 billion. 

The acquisition of Mantle Financial 
Planning will increase Fairstone’s presence 
in the South East and will take around two 
years to complete. 

Fairstone CEO Lee Hartley said: “We 
are delighted to welcome Mantle Financial 
Planning into our Downstream Buy Out 
programme.”

INNOVATION 

NICA partners 
with edtech firm on 
caregiving app
The National Innovation Centre for Ageing 
(NICA) has partnered with a global EdTech 
company to launch a new digital training 
programme for employers.

The ‘Lifeed Caregivers’ web app will 
allow companies to harness the knowledge 
of employees who have cared for an older 
relative or dependant.

Lifeed is an Italian company that aims to 
unlock learning potential by transforming 
life transitions into resources for businesses. 

Professor Nic Palmarini, director of 
NICA, said: “This new digital platform 
will help businesses to create a sense of 
community in the workplace.”

NEWS
Deals

DEALS
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Taking ‘dirty’ money and using the financial system to 
‘clean’ it is what sustains criminal operations all over the 
world. 

Social evils like human trafficking, human economic 
slavery, terrorist financing, drug trafficking and political 

corruption are all perpetuated by money laundering – the ability to 
make money look like it came from a legitimate source. 

What’s more is the scale of the problem. It is estimated that 6.7 per 
cent of global GDP – approximately $5.8 trillion – is due to criminal 
activity, with three-quarters of this then laundered through the financial 
system. 

If money made from criminality was a country, it’d be the third 
richest in the world and double UK GDP. 

The responsibility for investigating the trillions of pounds that are 
laundered through the financial system each year lies firmly with the 
banks through which most of these suspicious transactions are made. 

It’s fair to say that the banks are having a tough time of it. Most 
estimates suggest that only around 1 per cent of money laundering 
offences are captured by the authorities. 

The problem banks have is that they are unable to keep up with the 
sheer volume of transactions that need to be investigated. Lenders can 
receive hundreds of thousands of alerts every month. 

Unable to meet regulatory demands for looking into suspicious 
transactions, banks have been issued with around $36 billion in fines 
over the last ten years. 

Fortunately, there is a North East company working on a solution to 
this global challenge. 

Chris Brannigan founded Caspian to develop anti-money laundering 
(AML) technology that would give banks a fighting chance in the 
struggle against financial crime by combining human intelligence with 
machine learning. 

Chris says: “Our technology platform is highly configured for 
financial services, particularly in the area of financial crime where there 
is a lot of human investigation and the decisions humans make are high 
risk.” 

Caspian, which is based in The Core at Newcastle Helix, operates in a 
subsection of fintech, typically called regtech. 

Chris explains: “Our technology is there to serve and solve the 
challenges presented by regulation because financial crime and risk 
compliance is a very regulated area.

“There are hundreds of millions of financial transactions going 
through banking systems every day and regulators put down a lot of 
things that you need to check for. 

“It’s about protecting the integrity of the economic system ultimately.”

Caspian’s AML technology allows banks, which are struggling to 
keep up with the volume of investigations, to become more efficient. 

“Some of the banks we work with are getting 300,000 alerts every 
month that have to be investigated and each one could take an hour for 
a well-qualified, intelligent human to complete,” says Chris. 

“We can investigate this huge volume that’s coming through and 
treble their productivity.” 

Automating AML investigations, which is Caspian’s raison d’etre, 
could be a game-changer for the banking industry.

“Criminals are very sophisticated, and the banks and regulators are 
way behind,” Chris adds. 

“Our system immediately gives them 60 per cent efficiencies out of 
the box and allows banks to augment and direct capacity to improving 
standards.” 

What Chris and the team are building at Caspian has attracted the 
attention of one of the most important fintech companies in the world. 

Most people know Nasdaq as the American stock exchange where 
technology companies like Microsoft, Apple, Amazon, Facebook and 
Intel are listed. 

Nasdaq is also a financial services conglomerate, which uses some of 
the most advanced information security systems in the world to operate 
capital markets across the Nordic and Baltic regions of Europe.

The company’s investment arm, Nasdaq Ventures, recently took a 
minority stake in Caspian, starting a partnership that could be huge for 
the North East’s growing fintech cluster. 

“Nasdaq Inc. invests in collaborative new technologies that align with 
its long-term objectives,” Chris explains. “The company is keen to move 
into anti-money laundering and has become a shareholder in Caspian.” 

Entering Nasdaq’s world-leading fintech ecosystem could be 
a catalyst for major growth for Caspian and Chris is working in 
partnership with Durham University to bring in the expertise he needs 
to take the business forward. 

The company is planning on taking on up to 20 staff this year, but if 
the AML platform can be rolled out to big banks that spend hundreds 
of millions on investigations and compliance, it could well go on to 
employ many more. 

In these challenging times, it seems the future looks bright for 
Caspian.

A North East company using technology to help banks tackle money laundering has taken 
strategic investment from one of the most important fintech companies in the world – Nasdaq. 
Richard Dawson speaks to Chris Brannigan, CEO of ‘regtech’ firm Caspian, to discuss the scale of 
financial crime and how technology and human intelligence have come together to help tackle it

MONTHLY  REPORT
CASPIAN 

MONTHLY REPORT

CASPIAN
www.caspian.co.uk

i
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Q
OPINION
Burning Issue

BURNING ISSUE

The Government will need to prioritise its financial assistance for 
the most impact. The economy in the North East will be worse 
affected than other parts of the country, so the most valuable thing 
Government could do is remove the 80/20 rule in the Treasury 
‘Green Book’ that determines where Government funding is spent. 
Currently, this top slices the majority of Government investment 
for infrastructure and housing to the overheated South rather than 
the North. Rebalancing this investment would help the North thrive 
rather than be strangled of its economic potential.

Ian Wardle
CEO, Thirteen

The Government must invest in infrastructure and training if it is 
serious about its levelling up agenda. The geographical disadvantage 
faced by this region’s manufacturers and businesses must be reduced 
by improving access to national and international markets through 
an effective and reliable road network and upgraded port facilities. 
Likewise, investment in training will bridge the skills gap, address 
social mobility concerns and encourage new and expanding sectors 
to remain in the North East. In the transport industry, investment 
is required to address the shortage of qualified drivers and HGV 
technicians.

Caroline Moody
Managing director, Moody Logistics and Storage

Access to sustainable, secure and affordable energy can be a 
cornerstone of the UK’s recovery, post-COVID. The North of 
England has been the engine for the energy industry since the 
Industrial Revolution. We have an opportunity to rebuild that 
dominance, given our phenomenal natural, human and cultural 
resources. The coal has gone but the mines remain. East and West 
of Northern England have depleted gas fields and saline aquifers 
offshore – space to store both unwanted carbon dioxide and 
generated hydrogen – the sustainable gas of Britain’s future. Inward 
investment will follow the creation of these two great sustainable, 
secure and affordable energy systems.

Joanna Berry
Director, business innovation and entrepreneurship, Durham 

Energy Institute 

Investing in infrastructure in the North East is key as this will 
springboard the potential from our key sectors and emerging 
markets, particularly green energy, digital, advanced manufacturing 
and health and life sciences, helping to boost the North’s economy 
and UK plc as a whole.

Helen Golightly
Chief executive, North East LEP

With the coronavirus crisis sapping public funds, what should the Government be 
prioritising to ensure it continues with its ‘levelling up’ strategy to address regional 
inequalities?
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RECRUITMENT

Your monthly guide to the people moving jobs in the region 

APPOINTMENTS 

Ashington-based endurance clothing and 
equipment brand Montane has appointed Ross 
Maddams as head of international sales as well as 
two new distributors – Sundance Outdoors Inc. in 
Japan, and Taifong Group in Taiwan. Bringing more 
than 15 years of global brand experience, including 
ten years in the sporting goods industry, Ross 
will provide international sales direction, leading 
Montane’s sales team in their efforts to intensify the 
company’s expansion into global markets. 

Mike Porter has joined Northumbrian Water as 
chief financial officer. He brings with him a strong 
background in senior finance roles with both PLCs 
and private companies across the utilities and 
construction sectors, most recently as CFO of NG 
Bailey Group, a post he held since 2015. Mike also 
previously enjoyed a long career with North West 
Water, which later became United Utilities.

Middlesbrough Institute of Modern Art (MIMA), 
part of Teesside University, has appointed Shahda 
Khan as director for the Borderlands Project. 
Borderlands is supported by the Creative People and 
Places programme, which is funded by the National 
Lottery through Arts Council England, and brings 
people and communities together in areas where 
involvement in arts and culture is significantly 
below the national average. 

The Institute of Directors (IoD) has appointed 
Suzanne Withrington to help forge stronger 
links between business and education. Suzanne 
is principal lecturer for enterprise and business 
engagement at Teesside University Business 
School. As skills and education ambassador for the 
IoD North East (South) branch, she will connect 
directors with education providers at colleges and 
universities.

North East Accountant of the Year, Nick Wilson, 
has been promoted to the role of director at Robson 
Laidler Accountants after 11 years at the firm. 
Chartered accountant Nick plays a critical role in 
the advisory arm of the firm, providing business 
and personal development advice to clients. He 
will also continue to lead the Business Innovation 
department at Robson Laidler.

The International Centre for Life in Newcastle 
has appointed Fiona Cruickshank as chair 
of the organisation’s first all-women board. 
Northumberland-born Fiona trained as a 
pharmacist and is an angel investor and a founder 
of pharmaceutical manufacturing businesses. She 
is the current chair of the Community Foundation 
Tyne and Wear and Northumberland and was 
awarded an OBE in 2010 for services to business in 
the North East.

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

steven@netimesmagazine.co.uk

i

Ross Maddams
Head of international sales, 
Montane

Mike Porter
CFO, Northumbrian Water

Shahda Khan 
Director, Creative People and 
Places Borderlands Project

Suzanne Withrington
Skills and education 
ambassador, The Institute of 
Directors

Nick Wilson
Director, Robson Laidler 
Accountants 

Fiona Cruickshank
Chair, International Centre for 
Life 
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Rishi Sunak’s Summer Statement in 
July was the latest in a succession of 
interventions by a Chancellor who, 
in the three months to June, has 
borrowed more money than any of 

his peacetime predecessors. 
The UK Government borrowed a record £127.9 

billion in the second quarter of this year, more 
than double the £55.4 billion figure for the whole 
of 2019. 

The Office for Budget Responsibility’s (OBR) 
expectation is that borrowing could reach £300 
billion by the end of the financial year. 

It speaks to the inexplicable depths of the 
coronavirus crisis that this still might not be 
enough to prevent mass unemployment in the 
months ahead. 

Speaking to the House of Commons on July 8, 
Mr Sunak’s Plan for Jobs was a £30 billion stimulus 
package aimed at guiding the UK economy 
through the next stage of the crisis. 

One of the most eye-catching policies was the 
Job Retention Bonus – a one-off payment of £1000 
to UK employers for every furloughed employee 
who is brought back to work and kept on through 
to the end of January 2021.

It is hoped this measure will incentivise 
companies to take back as many furloughed 
employees as possible before October when the 
job retention scheme ends.

An independent think tank has its doubts about 
how persuasive the bonus will be. 

Clare McNeil, associate director at the Institute 
of Public Policy Research (IPPR), reflects: “The 
£9.4 billion Job Retention Bonus is a halfway 
house reform – not a proper wage subsidy and not 
enough to persuade an employer keep someone 
in work for six months if they are in financial 
distress.”

To tackle rising unemployment among young 
people, the Chancellor directed a number of new 
policies at 16 to 24-year-olds. 

A £2 billion fund called the Kickstart Scheme 
will create hundreds of thousands of six-month 

work placements for youngsters who are on 
Universal Credit. The Government will cover 25 
hours per week at 100 per cent of the National 
Minimum Wage (NMW) for each placement.

£1.6 billion will also be channelled into skills 
training, apprenticeships, employment support 
and job finding services, with £895 million 
dedicated to doubling the number of work coaches 
in Jobcentre Plus by the end of the financial year.

This focus was welcomed by KPMG Newcastle’s 
office senior partner, David Elliot, who says: 
“Equipping our young workforce and low-skilled 
workers with new skills could help address some 
of the more systemic societal issues the North East 
faces, helping us to become more inclusive.  

“The challenge will be in making sure all our 
communities feel they have an opportunity to play 
their part in the new digital age.”

Given the heavy sectoral impact of the 
coronavirus crisis, it was no surprise to see a 
number of targeted schemes to support the 
hospitality sector laid out in the Summer 
Statement. 

Running for the whole month of August, 
the Eat Out to Help Out scheme will support 
around 130,000 restaurants, cafes and pubs by 
encouraging more people to dine out with a 50 per 
cent discount on food of up to £10 per head. 

Mr Sunak also announced tax cuts for the 
sector in a form of VAT reductions. Until 
January 12 2021, food and non-alcoholic drinks, 
accommodation rates and tickets to attractions 
will be taxed at just 5 per cent. 

This was well received by North East tourism 
body, the NewcastleGateshead Initiative (NGI). 

Chief executive Sarah Green says: “It’s great 
news that the Chancellor has listened to our calls 
for support and today announced a temporary 
VAT cut for the tourism and hospitality sector and 
a new eating out voucher scheme.

“This will provide a much-needed boost for the 
North East’s £5 billion tourism industry and help 
support the 66,000 people it employs.”

One of the more controversial proposals set out 

COMMENT
Summer Statement

Since the coronavirus crisis started, the Government has borrowed more money than at any time 
since the Second World War and we are still on course for a 10 per cent contraction in GDP by 
the end of this year, with as many as 3 million people unemployed. Richard Dawson picks over the 
Chancellor’s latest effort to prevent this from happening

IN THE LIMELIGHT
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in the Summer Statement was plans to increase the 
stamp duty threshold from £125,000 to £500,000 
until March 2021. 

This was criticised by IPPR’s executive director, 
Carys Roberts, who thinks the expensive change 
could undermine efforts to support people 
elsewhere. 

She says: “A £3.8 billion stamp duty holiday 
is good news for estate agents and homeowners 
looking to move but will push up prices and 
amounts to more than all of the support 
announced for young people today.”

On the other hand, Darlington Building 
Society’s chief executive, Andrew Craddock, 
says the policy was “an important stimulus to the 
housing market.” 

A £2 billion Green Homes Grant to incentivise 
homeowners to decarbonise their homes and £1.1 
billion to do the same with public buildings was 
also announced. 

In total, there were lots of new measures to pick 
over in the Summer Statement, some of which will 
undoubtedly alleviate elements of the economic 
distress facing communities across the UK. 

But the economic distress will be significant, 
and even borrowing £300 billion this financial 
year, the Government could still be facing up to 
the return of mass unemployment. 

Local authorities will be at the sharp end of 
dealing with joblessness when it comes and a 
devolved, regional approach from the Chancellor 
is one thing that the experts thought was missing 
from his speech. 

Jonathan Walker, assistant director of policy at 
the North East England Chamber of Commerce, 
comments: “We had called for an economic 
intervention that recognised the potential for this 
crisis to entrench regional disparities. 

“We continue to be dismayed at the lack of 
detail when it comes to long-term action to ‘level 
up’ regions such as ours.” 

Sarah Longlands, IPPR North director, adds: 
“COVID-19 has shown us the real value of 
devolved and local authorities working hard to 
support their communities. 

“The Chancellor must now commit to working 
in partnership with them to deliver the economic 
recovery. 

“Getting our economy back up and running 
cannot be achieved from Whitehall alone.”
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Getting out and about to visit 
people and businesses across the 
UK is one of the most enjoyable 
parts of my job as the Bank of 
England’s chief economist. It is 

also one of the most informative.
While we rely heavily on data to inform 

our understanding of the economy, that is 
no substitute for talking to those working in, 
and running, businesses when it comes to 
understanding how the economy is working.

And never has that been more true than right 
now, with businesses and workers being buffeted 

by the COVID-19 crisis.
The Bank of England’s agents in the North East, 

Mauricio Armellini and Gareth Harrison, gather 
this intelligence on a daily basis, relaying it back to 
the Bank’s Head Office in London. 

I try to visit the Bank’s 12 agencies across the 
UK as much as possible, alongside other members 
of the Bank’s Monetary Policy Committee (MPC).

For me, a visit to the North East Agency is very 
much a home from home. I was born there, still 
have family there and retain (through thick and, 
sigh, thin) my lifelong support for Sunderland 
AFC. 

INTERVIEW
Andy Haldane 

Andy Haldane is chief economist of the Bank of England and one of the world’s leading figures 
in financial analysis and stability. He has been using video conferencing technology to speak to 
North East businesses and organisations to find out how they are coping with the pandemic and 
here he tells North East Times what insights he’s gleaned from his digital conversations

NORTH EAST QUALITIES SHINING 
THROUGH COVID-19
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The terrible coronavirus outbreak meant I was 
unable to go ahead with my planned visit to the 
region in May, where I had hoped to hear from 
a range of businesses and to lead a Community 
Forum event in Byker.

Fortunately, technology rode to the rescue and 
I instead conducted a ‘virtual regional visit’ from 
my desk at home.

While nothing is like the real thing, one upside 
of doing visits in virtual form is that we can 
convene contacts from right across the region 
including Newcastle, Sunderland, Ashington and 
Redcar, all places I’ve enjoyed visiting over recent 
years.

During my virtual visits, I held one-to-one 
discussions with businesses operating in the 
recruitment and automotive sectors, before 
hosting two roundtables. 

The mood at the roundtables could not have 
been more different, underlining the very different 
lived experience facing people.

I had a surprisingly – and encouragingly – 
upbeat discussion with representatives from the 
housing industry, from the private and social 
sectors and some local mortgage lenders. The 
housing market had enjoyed a strong start to 
the year before closing overnight at the start of 
lockdown.

Since reopening their doors in May, estate 
agents had seen a rapid rebound in activity, 
probably reflecting pent-up demand from 
previous months. While the outlook is inevitably 
uncertain, given the possibility of further job 
losses, most felt relatively upbeat about the 
outlook. So far, then, so good.

My optimism was tempered at the second 
roundtable. This was one of our regular 
Community Forum events, bringing together the 
charity sector and community leaders. Two big 
themes emerged.

First, is that there’s been a huge hit to the 
financial health of charities caused by the 

COVID-19 crisis. The level of corporate and 
public donations has fallen sharply. And this hit 
has been especially acute for charities who relied 
on their high street shops for trading income. It’s 
left many charities concerned about their long-run 
viability.

Second, at the same time, their finances 
are being stretched, many charities are facing 
an unprecedented demand for their services.  
This is, in part, due to a combination of rising 
unemployment and falling household incomes. 
People previously ‘just about managing’ 
have suddenly found themselves struggling, 
increasingly reliant on food banks. 

Problems of mental health and loneliness have 
also risen. One charity mentioned a client who 
hadn’t had a conversation since March. And many 
are now feeling marginalised and distanced from 
their community as a result of the COVID-19 
crisis.

These are enormous challenges, financially 
and societally, many of which the Bank of 
England can’t itself solve. But learning about these 
challenges is crucial for us when understanding 
the toll this crisis is taking on peoples’ finance and 
the different personal experiences it is generating.

As many people have said, this is a critical 
time for communities and regions to collaborate 
and pull together – and, encouragingly, there is 
evidence of just that already happening in areas 
such as youth employment and access to basic 
technology and broadband. Both of these have a 
legitimate claim to be called a fundamental human 
right.

Overall, I sense that the North East region is 
tackling COVID-19 with a determination and 
togetherness I recognise – and which, longer-
term, will serve it well. From a community boxing 
club in Redcar to the shop floor of an automotive 
supply chain manufacturer, those qualities will 
shine through. At a formidably difficult time for 
our communities and our country, that gives 

BANK OF ENGLAND 
www.bankofengland.co.uk
@bankofengland
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What was your first break 
in business?
In 2000, the dotcom 
revolution provided the 
break I needed to put into 

practice what I feel passionately about: the need 
for individuals to meet the right people at the 
right time to help them achieve their ambitions. It 
ushered in a new generation of business founders 
who didn’t have the connections they needed 
to help their fledgling businesses fly. I had the 
contacts, the knowledge and the community 
connections to establish Bridge Club Ltd to 
‘bridge the gap’ between early-stage growth 
entrepreneurs and the money, new markets and 
strong management teams they needed to grow. 
That said, I didn’t know anything about the 
trade of business and it was a long and arduous 
learning process. FIRST is the daughter of Bridge 
Club and we’re developing an accredited Level 
1 in enterprise to support those people who will 
be looking to start a business as a result of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 

What did you want to be growing up?
Throughout my teens and into my 20s I wanted to 
be a journalist and, having graduated from York 
University, I became just that. I’ve always had a 
thirst for knowledge and every day continues to be 
a school day, even in my 60s. That means learning 
from those younger than me, who have a new and 
dynamic way of thinking and vibrant and creative 
ways of doing. My interest in business ethics 
and social justice has also kept me alert to global 
change and the very real possibility of a move to 
more considerate capitalism. 

What attracted you to your current roles?

I perceived that certain needs were not being 
met by business.  Charlotte Windebank 
and I co-founded FIRST in recognition that 
business networking could be re-imagined as 
entrepreneurial skills provision. That model 
is driven from the needs of young people and 
focuses as much on ‘learning by doing’ as it does 
on network leverage to create opportunity. The 
North East Initiative on Business Ethics (NIBE) 
was founded to drive ethical standards into the 
heart of large and small business to help ensure a 
commercial and societal future fit for our children 
and grandchildren. Commercial return and 
ethical behaviour are not mutually exclusive – a 
combination is the only way to business growth 
and sustainability in the new more discerning 
environment. 

What are FIRST and NIBE’s missions?
FIRST’s mission is to be the leading learning and 
development agency for entrepreneurial skills in 
the UK and beyond. In response to COVID-19, 
we’re focusing on a Level 1 in enterprise for those 
who are being made redundant. We’re expecting 
an influx of 20,000-30,000 start-up enquiries 
in the North East alone and we want to help 
the Enterprise Agencies by delivering personal 
development for future clients. At the North East 
Initiative on Business Ethics, our mission is to 
make the North East known as a place for ethically 
transparent and quantifiable business practice. 

How do you get the best out of your team?
Charlotte and I get the best out of the team by 
recognising that people do business with people – 
and that starts in the office by respecting difference 
and supporting and encouraging every member of 
the team. FIRST is a values-driven company. Our 

INTERVIEW
Caroline Theobald

Caroline Theobald has spent her career connecting North East business people and is passionate 
about creating commercial and life opportunities. She was awarded a CBE for services to business 
and entrepreneurship in 2016 and is a lifetime holder of the Queen’s Award for Enterprise. 
Caroline co-founded, among others, FIRST, a company that connects young people, start-ups 
and professionals to their wider business community, and The North East Initiative on Business 
Ethics (NIBE), a not-for-profit organisation on a mission to make the North East known as a place 
for transparent and quantifiable business practices. Caroline is also chair of the business advisory 
board at Newcastle Business School, Northumbria University; an associate at Teesside Business 
School, an advocate of gender equality, a trustee of Newcastles of the World and an honorary 
diplomat representing Sweden

10 QUESTIONS
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people create that value and so we work hard to be 
flexible, identify clear progression routes and have 
fun! The team have clear roles and responsibilities, 
but we encourage their innovation and creative 
input to help the company grow. Communication 
and personal and direct consideration for the 
needs of each team member are key as are rewards 
for good performance, team building, meeting 
training needs and the opportunity to explore 
external opportunities for personal development.    

What has been your career highlight? 
My career highlight has been bringing together all 
my experience in journalism, business-building, 
education, investment and the charitable sector 
to partner with Charlotte to build FIRST. It’s 
a business that we both believe will make a 
quantifiable difference to the futures of young 
people in the North East and beyond. 

What has been your biggest challenge?
My biggest challenge has always been myself. 
What I’ve learned is that if you don’t believe in 
yourself, no-one else will. Bridge Club very nearly 
went bust in 2008. I had to lose three-quarters 
of my team, but chose to wind down not wind 
up so that I could honour payments to staff and 
suppliers. A combination of energy and tenacity 
kept me going through the difficult business and 
personal times that followed and meant that I was 
ready to opportunity-spot when the time was right 
to start again. 

Who or what inspires you?
My father taught me his guiding principle early 
on: to do the right thing for the right reason – 
and he was a very successful businessman. His 
words have been an inspiration to me all my adult 
working life and I’ve tried my best to follow them. 
I’ve dedicated my role in NIBE to my father’s 
memory, which I co-founded with a small group 
of others. It looks to end what, over the years and 
in very different roles, the open and insidious 
corporate bullying I’ve experienced.

What are your company’s short and long-term 
goals?
FIRST has been built on solid foundations. We 
spent our early years developing our ‘why’ and 

now have a growth strategy in place to achieve 
our ambition. That is to be a leading learning and 
development agency for entrepreneurial skills. 
Coming out of the pandemic we will continue to 
build scale and influence putting young people’s 
futures at the heart of what we do. At NIBE, we 
want the North East to be recognised as a place 
known for its ethical business practice. We aim 
to support and encourage our regional economic 
leaders to conclude that quantifiable and ethical 
business practice will be the new key differentiator 
in local success.  

How do you achieve a good work/life balance? 
Until very recently, I worked too hard, putting 
the needs of others before my own. I have a very 
competent, ambitious and caring managing 
director leading FIRST and a wonderful man in 
my life. I now have our families, friendship circles, 
a growing list of hobbies, more fresh air and 
exercise than ever, in addition to the work.

CAROLINE THEOBALD
c.theobald@bridgeclubnorth.com 
www.FIRST.co
www.NIBE.org.uk
@hirecaroline 
@FIRSTnetworkUK
@NeBizEthics
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My first training partner taught 
me to always be interested 
in my clients. At every 
opportunity, find out what they 
do, why they do it and what they 

want to do next. If you can do this successfully, the 
legal advice you give is really business advice, and 
far more valuable for it.

Be optimistic and open to opportunity. Lawyers 
are trained to identify the things that can go 
wrong for clients and it is all too easy to become 
risk-averse with your own business. This approach 
is something I’ve adopted relatively recently. If you 
think you have a good idea, go for it.  

The one quality that runs through all my 
successful clients is drive and the willingness to 
carry on when others would stop. This translates 
into hard work and the attention to detail that 
produces a competitive edge.  

As a litigator involved in disputes, it is crucial to 
have a calm head in a crisis, an understanding 
of strategy, and resilience. Lawyers also need 
attention to detail, an understanding of human 
nature and creativity in solving problems. It’s a 
broad skill set.  

Building trust is paramount. Aside from a 
lawyer’s professional and regulatory obligations, 
clients need to be 100 per cent confident they can 
tell you anything and everything.  

When starting a business, find a good mentor, 
speak to like-minded individuals and gather as 
much relevant information as possible. You will 
want your business to offer something different 
and to stand out, of course, but innovation doesn’t 
necessarily mean starting everything from scratch. 
It can be pulling together accepted ideas in a way 

INTERVIEW 
David Summerhayes 

WHAT I'VE LEARNT
David Summerhayes is one of the leading commercial litigators in the North, acting for global 
brands, FTSE 100 companies and fast-growth SMEs in complex and high-value dispute claims. A 
partner at Newcastle law firm Sintons, David is also well-known for his work in defamation and 
privacy 
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no one else has thought of yet. 

Review your policies and procedures on a regular 
basis. It is probably not necessary to have a full 
suite of bespoke documents from day one, but a 
lot of disputes arise because contracts are entered 
into without proper attention. The risk/reward 
dynamic changes as a business grows, as it takes 
on more employees and as order values increase. 
The key is to identify the point at which spending 
a little time and money documenting things 
properly will pay dividends.  

Cultivate a team mentality and identify a 
common goal. Everyone should be pulling in 
the same direction, working to their strengths, 
and celebrating success. If each team member 
understands and genuinely appreciates how the 
others contribute, they will motivate each other. 
It doesn’t always work that way, because that’s life 
sometimes, but you have to try.

As Warren Buffet says, ‘It takes 20 years to 
build a reputation and five minutes to ruin it’. 
I regularly advise owner-managed businesses, 
national brands, and global corporations on 
matters of reputation and the same fundamental 
principles apply to all businesses. In this social 
media era, everyone is a publisher and reputations 
are susceptible to attack across many platforms. 
Whether allegations are right or wrong, you will 
be judged on how you act and how you respond.

SINTONS
www.sintons.co.uk
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As Warren Buffet says, 
‘It takes 20 years to build 

a reputation and five 
minutes to ruin it’ 
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The employment market place is a 
competitive one and the employees 
of today have greater expectations 
on their employers to provide added 
value over and above the standard 

pay and benefits packages. 
In this respect financial education and wellbeing 

services can provide a key missing ingredient to 
many workplaces, especially when considering 
the many further challenges, both employers and 
employees, have been faced with over these last 
few months during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Financial capability is the ability to manage 
money well, both day-to-day and through 
significant life events. Critically, financial 
capability is a key driver of consumers’ financial 
wellbeing – that is the ability to meet all their 
current commitments, without undue stress, 
and the resilience to cope with future income or 
expenditure shocks. 

Initial findings from the Adult Financial 
Capability Survey back in 2018, commissioned by 
The Money Advice Service, revealed:

63 per cent of UK adults do not feel they can 
determine what happens in their lives when it 
comes to money

61 per cent do not focus on the long term when 
it comes to money

55 per cent of working-age adults do not feel 
that they understand enough about pensions to 
make decisions about saving for retirement

47 per cent do not feel confident making 
decisions about financial products and services

The Working People section of the study 
suggested, among other issues, that the key priority 
for people of working-age life is to focus on 
“building resilience, saving for the future, planning 
ahead and managing life events”. In particular, 
the evidence showed people tend not to consider 
and plan for negative life events such as death or 
serious illness.

In recent years – before the COVID-19 crisis 
– we have seen a definite and deliberate shift in 
responsibility for finances and financial matters 

away from the state towards individuals. As a 
result, where people struggle with such matters, 
poor financial capability leads to increased stress, 
and the connection between physical, mental 
and financial wellbeing is now increasingly being 
understood.

The Money Advice Service website – provided 
by the Money and Pensions Service, an arm’s-
length body sponsored by the Department for 
Work and Pensions – highlights that employees’ 
financial challenges can affect their performance 
at work and could therefore be costing many firms 
lost time and money. Statistics have been gathered 
from a range of sources with one saying that 
59 per cent of employees with current financial 
worries state money concerns prevent them from 
performing their best at work [Willis Towers 
Watson 2016] and another that 89 per cent of 
employers agreed that financial concerns have 
an impact on employees’ workplace performance 
(FCA 2017).

As an employer, you want to attract and retain 
the best people for your business. Both the 
business and the employee tend to perform at their 
best when their values and behaviours are aligned, 
with an employee feeling supported by the firm 
they work for. As a responsible and progressive 
employer you may already offer a range of benefits 
you believe to be attractive to your workforce and, 
of course, firms now have to comply with the law 
and put in place a workplace pension scheme. 
With the shift, noted earlier, in the responsibility 
for finances moving away from the state, this is 
leading to employees paying closer attention to 
the full range of benefits they receive from their 
employer. 

The more progressive and responsible employers 
also regularly engage with their staff through 
internal staff surveys to help understand their 
employees more. This helps shape the future of the 
business and further build engagement and loyalty 
from staff.

In these surveys, we have found that 
increasing numbers of employees now want 

ADVERTISING FEATURE – FINANCE 
Armstrong Watson

FINANCIAL EDUCATION 
AND WELLBEING 
Armstrong Watson is empowering employers and employees, securing futures and providing 
peace of mind during these challenging times, as business development and relationship manager 
Dominic Gaunt explains
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more information about many different financial 
matters, not always directly connected to their 
benefit packages. Employees may want to know 
about a range of other areas too from buying their 
first home to when they can retire and how much 
is enough to retire on? 

However, workplace pension schemes for 
example, can also often create additional questions 
and queries for firms thereby placing an additional 
challenge and burden on already busy HR 
departments, which of course also need to ensure 
they are not seen to be providing financial advice 
to their employees. This is a delicate balancing act 
for businesses to achieve to show support for their 
people without straying into the world of regulated 
financial advice. 

Again The Money Advice Service website 
comments on this with 46 per cent of employees 
saying they would appreciate their employer 
providing access to financial awareness 
programmes (SMF, 2016), and 58 per cent of 
employees valuing, if available, employer facilitated 

support to help their financial wellbeing (Neyber, 
2017).

As a result of the required need in this space, 
some financial advisory firms have started to 
develop their services to help businesses on their 
financial wellbeing journeys by creating financial 
wellbeing programmes around key life stages, 
specific to employer and employee needs. These 
can be tailored to the needs of the employer and 
can take the form of seminars, workshops and 
webinars covering a range of topics, bespoke 
communications and, where required, individual 
financial planning advice. 

Engaging in such services helps to differentiate 
a business as one genuinely aiming to place its 
people first. As firms, across all sectors, move 
through to the next stage of the COVID-19 global 
pandemic – where millions of UK employees have 
been affected financially in many ways, including 
the furloughing of staff – personal financial 
matters are likely to be even more at the forefront 
of many employee’s minds.

ARMSTRONG WATSON
For further information about 

financial education and wellbeing 

services, contact Dominic on 

07850 953197.

www.armstrongwatson.co.uk
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I T  P A Y S  T O  B E  K A N I

Banking is no longer just done by banks. Start-ups and SMEs, enabled by 
changing consumer attitudes, regulatory alignment and new technologies, 

are challenging for market share and powering better outcomes for 
everybody. Richard Dawson speaks to Aaron Holmes, CEO of North East 

paytech rising star Kani Payments about the fintech revolution that began in 
the shadow of the 2008 global financial crisis and is now delivering a step-

change in financial services
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N
ew industries are often born out of recessions. 

As the world waits to see what will come out of the 
coronavirus crisis, we are only just getting to know the 
progeny of the last big downturn. 

The much-examined recession that struck the world 
economy in the autumn of 2008 was also the starting 
point for a new and exciting sector – fintech. 

In a number of ways, the 2008 global financial crisis 
was the catalyst for the growth of financial technology 
firms that are now transforming financial services with a 
consumer-oriented approach. 

Let us start at the beginning. 
In the early 2000s, a broad range of financial institutions – retail 

banks, investment banks, credit unions, insurance companies and 
credit rating agencies – became heavily invested in the sub-prime 
lending market. 

This market was closely aligned to the US housing market, providing 
mortgages and loans at high-interest rates to people who were seen as 
high credit risk. 

Property prices across the world were artificially inflated through 
sub-prime lending and when the bubble burst, as it did in 2007, banks 
were caught out in a big way because suddenly much of the credit they’d 
been issuing wasn’t going to be paid back. 

It’s difficult to imagine banks, perceived as paragons of financial 
stability, going bust but many of them almost did in 2008. 

It took the $700 billion Emergency Economic Stabilisation Act in 
the US and the £500 billion Bank Recapitalisation Fund in the UK to 
prevent the liquidity crisis from consuming the global financial system. 

It was this situation that arguably led to the emergence of fintech.
Firstly, the heavy reputational damage to the banking industry in the 

aftermath of 2008 triggered a step-change in consumer attitudes and 
allowed traditional retail banks to be challenged for the first time. 

That erosion of trust enabled new companies to compete for market 
share of banking products and services. 

Secondly, the post-2008 regulatory environment reduced a lot of 
barriers to entry for new market entrants and, when combined with 
new technologies, made it possible for start-ups and SMEs to operate in 
a space they’d traditionally been priced out of. 

The near collapse of the big banks also led many experienced 
financial services professionals to start their own companies. 

MarketInvoice, for example, was set up by former Goldman Sachs 
and Lehman Brothers employees as was the small business financing 
platform, iwoca. 

When taken together, these trends enabled a new industry to 
grow exponentially in the UK, which now leads the world in fintech 
investment and innovation. 

According to KPMG, 83 per cent of all European fintech investment 
in 2019 was  madein the UK.

Companies like Revolut, Atom Bank, Paymentsense, Monzo, 
Transferwise and Starling Bank are some of the biggest names in 

fintech. They’ve also all launched in the UK since 2010. 
With investment set to reach stratospheric heights in the years to 

come, the fintech story is one that is just beginning. It’s also one which 
is infinitely tied up with the business journey of Aaron Holmes. 

Originally from Northumberland, the CEO of one of the North 
East’s most exciting fintech prospects, Kani Payments, actually grew up 
dreaming of a career in psychology. 

By his own admission, Aaron had a tough time at school in Morpeth 
and frustrated his teachers by only putting his talents into the subjects 
that interested him. 

“I stepped it up for my A levels, though,” he explains, “because I 
realised if I wanted to pursue a career in psychology, I needed to get 
good enough grades to get into Cardiff University, which had the best 
psychology department in the country.” 

Aaron got the grades and went onto study in Cardiff, a city he 
enjoyed, and which reminded him of Newcastle. 

Upon graduating, Aaron found that psychology jobs were hard to 
come by, owing to the degree being one of the most popular in the UK.

Returning to the North East, he successfully applied for a job in the 
compliance and anti-money laundering team at Universal Building 
Society, which was acquired by Newcastle Building Society in 2006. 

It was here that Aaron’s interest in what would become fintech really 
began to crystallise. 

In the long days of September 2008, when Lehman Brothers was 
trying and failing to find a buyer and the Federal Reserve was spending 
$85 billion bailing out insurance company, AIG, Aaron was leading on 
the implementation of a new division at the North East mutual. 

“There was a new project going through Newcastle Building Society 
at the time, which led us to form the card solutions team,” he says. “We 
built that department up from a standing start to be one of the biggest 
prepaid card issuers of its kind, settling well over $1 billion of payments 
every year by the time I left in 2010.” 

Newcastle Building Society’s card solutions team became so 
successful, it was sold to the now insolvent German payments giant, 
Wirecard.

The team was also one of the few areas of the mutual that saw 
demand increase during the financial crisis – a crisis which, Aaron 
confirms started the fintech revolution.

“It helped shake up the banking industry as people started to think, 
was it right that there were only a certain number of big-name high 
street banks or should there be more choice and a better way of doing 
things for consumers?” he says. 

“Winding back to 2010, there was a sort of arms race that kicked off 
when the regulatory landscape was changing and with the introduction 
of electronic money as a concept. 

“Since then, there’s been a surge of new market entrants that are 
powering good outcomes for consumers and helping people manage 
their money better.” 

After his success with Newcastle Building Society, Aaron moved 
into a chief operating officer role at Flex-e-card before heading down 

COVER STORY  
Aaron Holmes 
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KANI PAYMENTS
www.kanipayments.com
@KaniPayments
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to London to work with payments industry leader, Global Processing 
Services (GPS). 

“I always think of GPS as one of the best companies people have 
never heard of,” says Aaron. “They’ve been really influential in the way 
fintech has happened globally. 

“The team is responsible for developing some of the technologies 
that people now see as being commonplace and come to expect from a 
bank.”

As chief operations and then chief innovation officer at the company, 
Aaron saw first-hand how payments technology or paytech could 
enable new fintech businesses to get their products and services to 
market.

It was this that convinced him to again return to his native North 
East in 2018 to set up his own company and give innovative financial 
start-ups a helping hand.  

Kani Payments is a software as a service (SaaS) platform and 
business consultancy that helps fintech businesses better understand 
the complex payments ecosystem through payment reconciliation 
technology and upskilling in-house finance teams. 

Aaron explains: “If you want to start a bank, you need to have a 
relationship with a card scheme like Visa or Mastercard, you need 
to have a transaction processing platform like GPS and you need a 
banking relationship with the likes of Barclays or NatWest as well as 
various other partners dependant on your product. 

“We consume data from all those different third parties and give you 
a system that allows you to reconcile payments. We make sure they’re 
executed correctly and understand how your customers are behaving. 
We also support back office teams through consulting and support.

“We think of ourselves as an enabler for fintech firms. If you want to 
start a new company, you can come to us and we will help you launch 
and manage your day-to-day operations.” 

As well as lending a helping hand to fintech founders, Kani 
Payments’ mission is to promote competition in the financial services 
sector. 

Aaron adds: “We want to see more challenger banks, more SMEs 
entering the market and crucially, we want new market entrants to have 
the same output capability of a bank so they can scale and get to that 
level.” 

Kani’s approach has been warmly received by industry, with the two-
year-old company recently being accepted onto Tech Nation’s Fintech 
Growth Programme. 

“What’s been really useful on the programme is that we’re talking to 
people who have been through this journey before and are five to ten 
years ahead of us,” says Aaron. “It’s great to hear how they’ve overcome 
some of the common challenges we’re facing now as well.” 

Aaron couldn’t hope for a better peer group to learn from, with some 
of the world’s most successful fintech founders sitting on the Tech 
Nation panel. 

This year’s growth programme also sees the North East become 
the best represented region outside of London with Kani recognised 

alongside insurtech start-up honcho and automated invoicing platform 
Paid. 

Aaron thinks the region has a bright fintech future and is committed 
to growing his company and building on the work being done by 
support organisations like Dynamo North East and Newcastle 
University. 

“This is putting us on a really good trajectory where we’ve got a 
critical mass of fintech firms in the North East and local infrastructure 
that can support businesses to grow and put graduates in jobs,” he adds.  

Kani’s headcount could double to 20 by the end of next year as it 
further develops its payment reconciliation platform and Aaron says 
the business may take strategic investment to accelerate growth. 

With everything that’s happening at a regional, national and 
international level, it’s fair to say there’s never been a better time to start 
and grow a fintech business. 

A combination of changing consumer attitudes, regulatory 
alignment, technological change and the rise of fintech enablers like 
GPS and now Kani Payments will ensure that the UK continues to lead 
the world in this new and exciting industry, with the North East set to 
take an ever-growing share of the profits. 

Aaron concludes: “We called it Kani for a reason. We want to create 
jobs here in the North East and become a company that people want to 
work for in the future.” 

COVER STORY  
Aaron Holmes 
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As the North East responds to 
the impact and demands of 
COVID-19, Supply Chain North 
East is poised to help businesses 
respond directly to supply chain 

demands in healthcare. 
We are also here to ensure that businesses have 

the right support to help them build resilience and 
put them on a path back to growth.

We’ve made some significant changes to our 
programme so we can work with businesses that 
want to diversify and move into the PPE market. 

We can help your business establish the 
networks, materials and infrastructure you need 
to supply PPE quickly and effectively. Grants of 
up to 80 per cent for up to £40,000 are available 
for businesses looking to make a long-term 
commitment to supply PPE.

Capital grants programme enhancements have 
been made in recognition of the constraints faced 
by many businesses at present.

They include the ability for the Supply Chain 
North East scheme to make payments at the start 
of a project. SMEs can also access up to 60 per 
cent in grants (increased from a cap of 40 per cent) 
towards stalled pipeline projects due to COVID-19 
or activities aimed at developing the supply chain.

Critically, grants up to 80 per cent are 
available for organisations that can potentially 
support supply chain needs relating to the health 
and social care sectors – for example in the 
provision of PPE, respirators and other products. 
The funding has been made available from 
Government’s Local Growth Fund via the North 
East LEP.

If your company meets the following criteria, 
you may be eligible:

•  Based in County Durham, Northumberland 
or Tyne & Wear

•  Employs between one and 249 staff
•  Looking to use external expertise to assist 

with business improvement or,
•  Planning to invest in equipment to enable 

business growth and diversification

Supply Chain North East is a multimillion 
programme aimed at revolutionising the way 
SMEs diversify their offering and embrace new 
markets. The programme has received more than 
£3 million of funding from the England European 
Regional Development Fund, which is part of 
the European Structural and Investment Funds 
Growth Programme 2014-2020.

ADVERTISING FEATURE – DEVELOPMENT 
Supply Chain North East

SUPPLY CHAIN NORTH EAST 
DURING COVID-19
Alan Whittaker from Supply Chain North East explains how it is helping North East businesses 
respond to the COVID-19 pandemic

SUPPLY CHAIN NORTH 
EAST 
www.supplychainnortheast.co.uk
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Investments and savings 
The Individual Savings Account (ISA) 
allowance remains at £20,000 for the 2020/21 
tax year, but the Junior ISA allowance has been 
increased significantly to £9000. This allows 

parents and grandparents to invest further funds 
for those under 18 years of age. 

For those people with savings outside of 
tax-exempt wrappers, it should be noted that 
the Capital Gains Tax exemption has increased 
to £12,300 for individuals and £6150 for trust 
investments for the 2020/21 tax year. 

Pensions 
The Lifetime Allowance (LTA) – the limit on 
the amount of money that can be drawn from 
your pension before you incur – has increased to 
£1,073,100. This figure includes all the value of 
personal pensions as well as final salary/defined 
benefit pensions you may have, which have a 
more detailed calculation concerning their value. 
You should discuss with your adviser if you have 
additional pension benefits of which we are 
unaware. 

While the main annual allowance remained 
unchanged for pensions at £40,000, the rules 

concerning the tapered annual allowance were 
amended. This was originally put in place to 
significantly reduce the allowable pension 
contributions for high earners, potentially 
affecting those with earnings in excess of 
£110,000. This income level was increased from 
April 2020 and now only has the potential to affect 
those earning in excess of £200,000. 

Inheritance tax (IHT) rates and exemptions 
The IHT nil rate band will remain frozen 
at £325,000 until 2021/2022 as previously 
announced. However, the residence nil rate band 
(RNRB) increases to £175,000. This allowance was 
introduced in 2017 and supplements the existing 
IHT nil rate band threshold of £325,000. The 
aim was to offer a total of £1 million of IHT free 
allowance for couples who owned their own home. 
It was tapered in with the final taper, which came 
into effect on April 6, 2020. 

ADVERTISING FEATURE – FINANCE 
Perspective (North East) Ltd

DON’T FORGET THE NEW 
TAX YEAR CHANGES 
With the impact of coronavirus, it’s easy to forget that we passed through a tax year on April 5. 
As usual, the start of a new tax year saw changes to certain allowances. Many may have gone 
unnoticed, but they’re worth considering to see if they create an opportunity for you to review 
your financial plans. Here, Perspective managing director Ian Wilkinson provides a summary of the 
main changes that came into force

“While the levels of taxation 
have remained fairly consistent 
over the past few years, given 

the extent of our Government’s 
borrowing as a result of 

COVID-19, this is likely to 
change dramatically and will 

affect all types of tax”
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Income tax 
Personal allowance remains unchanged at £12,500 
and the threshold above which higher earners 
start paying 40 per cent tax is also unchanged at 
£50,000. These are due to increase in line with 
consumer price index (CPI) in future years. 

The National Insurance Contribution Tax 
threshold was also increased from £8632 to £9500. 

General tax issues 
Entrepreneur relief has been amended with the 
Lifetime limit reducing from £10 million to £1 
million. Corporation tax remains unchanged at 19 
per cent. 

While the levels of taxation have remained 
fairly consistent over the past few years, given the 
extent of our Government’s borrowing as a result 
of COVID-19, this is likely to change dramatically 
and will affect all types of tax. At present, there 
are some extremely generous tax breaks available, 
particularly in respect of family businesses, which 
can be passed on to the next generation free from 
any CGT and IHT. Although it has been around 

since 1976, Business Relief has been changed 
many times, and has only been at its current 
100 per cent level of relief since John Major’s 
Government increased it April 1996. The cost of 
both Business and Agricultural relief has come 
under increasing scrutiny over recent years. As 
IHT isn’t regarded as direct taxation, I believe that 
this will become a focus for our Government to 
help repair the massive black whole which is being 
created in the UK’s public finances.  We have been 
involved in a number of cases recently in respect 
of family businesses where the family have made 
the decision to restructure their business now 
using the very generous reliefs available. I would 
strongly recommend that anyone who owns shares 
in a family business to review their position as a 
matter of urgency.

As ever, Perspective North East is here to 
provide advice. If you would like to discuss your 
current financial planning arrangements in light 
of any of these changes to make sure you are 
maximising the opportunities now available to 
you, please do not hesitate to contact us.

PERSPECTIVE (NORTH 
EAST) LTD
www.pfgl.co.uk
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Leigh Elliott, interim chief executive at Children North East, the region’s 
longest established independent children’s charity, hasn’t always worked in 
the third sector. Her past employers include Northumbria Police and Rolls 
Royce where she worked in finance and the John Lewis Partnership where 
she was an HR section manager. Leigh joined Children North East in 2004, 
was promoted to deputy CEO in 2016, and has headed up the charity since 
August last year. She has been a chair of governors in schools, served on 
several Northumberland County Council committees representing children 
and young people and is now vice-chair of trustees at the Ashington 
Learning Partnership Trust

THE LONG GAME

INTERVIEW  
Leigh Elliott 
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PAST
I was born in Ashington, Northumberland in 
the 1970s, which was a lovely friendly mining 
community. In 1984, it was hit by the miners’ 
strike. My dad was a policeman at the time and 
would be at one side of the picket line while 
our friends and family were on the other. He 
was there trying to protect people but we all 
understood why they were there. I witnessed 
friends and families thrown into poverty and 
the devastation it caused within their homes. 
It made me realise that a child never chooses 
to live in poverty. It’s not because they have 
uncaring parents, it’s forced upon them through 
injustice. That’s why I work for Children North 
East. Since the financial crisis of 2008 and the ‘era 
of austerity’, the third sector has faced difficult 
challenges. We saw an increased demand for 
services set against a reduction in public sector 
funding while fundraising donations were also 
dropping sharply. 
Around 75 per cent of our charity’s income used 
to come from the public sector so when local 
authorities announced millions of pounds worth 
of spending cuts, that put great pressure on 
charities. At the same time, charitable giving in 
the UK decreased dramatically with £1.7 billion 
less in 2011/12 compared to the previous year.

PRESENT 
Nobody could have anticipated COVID-19 
and the socio-economic chaos it would create. 
Children have not been the face of this pandemic 
in that, thankfully, they’ve been largely spared 
from the direct health effects of the virus, but 

the crisis is still having a profound impact on 
their wellbeing. Domestic violence, food poverty 
and the digital divide have all increased and our 
services are needed more than ever. At the same 
time, the crisis has decimated charity fundraising, 
with events like the London Marathon and GNR 
cancelled. We’re an agile organisation and have 
quickly adapted our services to address our 
beneficiaries’ current needs by delivering food 
parcels, school resources, computer tablets and 
by setting up a new domestic abuse helpline as 
well as continuing to provide our usual services in 
different ways.

FUTURE
The rise in demand on the third sector against 
a backdrop of financial pressures is a worrying 
prospect for all local communities. We’re lucky to 
be supported by players of the People’s Postcode 
Lottery. In the past 12 years, they’ve raised 
more than £2.4 million to support the babies, 
children, young people and families we help. 
Their funding, along with other grant providers, 
is vital as households in our region – one of the 
most deprived in the UK – will have less to spend 
in the foreseeable future. Further decreases in 
public spending will also increase the need for 
volunteers to support people and services in their 
communities. Next year is the 130th anniversary 
of Children North East and ensuring the health 
and wellbeing of our region’s children has never 
been more important. We are determined to be 
here for the young people already being referred 
to as ‘generation COVID’. We must not let them 
down.

CHILDREN NORTH EAST
www.children-ne.org.uk
@ChildrenNE

i
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The North East charity sector plays 
a crucial role in supporting local 
communities with a range of 
services that are needed now more 
than ever. 

North East England Chamber of Commerce 
has a number of charities in its membership, 
who do fantastic work with people, young and 
old, tackling issues such as homelessness and 
anti-social behaviour, helping those with special 
educational needs and providing palliative care to 
the most vulnerable. 

The Chamber has continued to work with these 
organisations during this challenging period to 
help ensure they get their messages out there and 
get support to those in need. 

One such organisation is Streetwise Young 
People, which provides help for young people 
aged between 11-25 through access free 
information, advice, counselling services and 
community activities. 

North East Homeless is also doing excellent 
work for people who are without permanent 
accommodation in our region as is County 

Durham-based DASH, which has been helping 
homeless people or those at risk of being made 
homeless for more than 40 years. 

For those within our communities with 
disabilities, there is a range of excellent support on 
offer throughout the region. 

Percy Hedley, for example, provides high 
quality, specialist and personalised care and 
education support to disabled people and their 
families.

In the southern part of the North East is 
another charity doing great work for young people 
with autism. MAIN has recently bought its own 
premises and is in the process of renovating the 
building so it’s a safe and an inspiring space for 
visitors. Completion is scheduled for early 2021.

The building will be called the Finlay Cooper 
Centre, named after the little boy who inspired the 
latest fundraising round. 

Businesses are being encouraged to support the 
project with any donations possible.

When it is completed, there will be bespoke 
rooms for different ability groups and classrooms 
to offer special educational services – a lifeline for 
families whose children can’t attend mainstream 
school.  

The Chamber has also been a passionate 
advocate for mental health and wellbeing since it 
was championed by past President John McCabe.  

Mental Health Matters in Gateshead is an 
excellent mental health charity and a vital source 
of information and services for adults who need 
support.

Another great charity supporting mental 
wellbeing is Victims First in North Tyneside, 
which ensures victims of crime are given whatever 
they need to cope and recover from the difficult 
experience they have faced.

That’s to say nothing of the amazing North East 
charities working in the palliative care sector. 

Both St Oswalds Hospice and St Benedicts are 
organisations who support people with life-

ADVERTISING FEATURE – BUSINESS
North East England Chamber of Commerce

North East England Chamber of Commerce has endeavoured to support its members operating 
in the charity sector over the past few months, in light of the coronavirus pandemic. Here, the 
business membership organisation outlines some of the charities that have continued to provide 
vital services during these challenging times 

SUPPORTING CHARITIES 
TO SUPPORT US
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limiting conditions with great sensitivity. 
Another inspiring Chamber member is Zoe’s 

Place, a caring hospice in Middlesbrough for 
babies and children up to age 5. 

All of these charities need our support now 
more than ever. 

At a time when demand for their services is 
growing all the time, North East charities are 
facing a huge reduction in income due to the 
coronavirus pandemic. 

North East Counselling Services is doing 
tremendous work in the community but has 
had to redevelop its business model and pause 
expansion plans due to the pandemic. 

Marjorie Hunter, CEO of the Gateshead-based 
organisation, had ambitions to expand into the 
corporate market before the pandemic. Despite 
this challenge, she is still forging ahead with plans, 
and has moved the business online, attracting new 
clients regionally and from around the UK.

 She says: “When the pandemic hit, we had 
to pivot our business completely to ensure our 
clients were able to speak to their counsellors. 
This did present a bit of technical challenge, 

moving everyone to online platforms, but it has 
enabled our clients to have the services they need, 
even throughout lockdown.” 

Lesley Moody, (pictured left), president of 
North East England Chamber of Commerce, 
says: “We have an amazing range of charities as 
Chamber members who deliver critical services 
to people in our region, many of whom have an 
illness or vulnerability. 

“These organisations play an important role 
in all of our lives and ensure wherever possible, 
people are not alone when they need support.

“In the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
demand for the services our charities provide has 
been higher than ever. 

“At the same time, their income streams have 
been severely affected through being unable to 
conduct fundraising activities in the usual way.

“It is incumbent on us as a Chamber to 
continue to support our charities to get their 
messages out there at this difficult time and we 
encourage all businesses in the region to do what 
they can to support our charities so they can 
continue to support us.”

NORTH EAST ENGLAND 
CHAMBER OF COMMERCE
www.neechamber.co.uk
@NEEChamber
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Entrepreneurial philanthropy has 
played a pivotal role in the North 
East. It’s left an indelible mark on our 
cities and towns – from our schools, 
universities and hospitals, to our 

parks, art galleries and museums. The generosity 
of successful businessmen and women has 
impacted the health, well-being, education and 
livelihoods of North Easterners for generations 
and for that we owe them a debt of gratitude. 

Charles Harvey, professor of business history 
and management and director of the Centre 
for Research on Entrepreneurship, Wealth and 
Philanthropy at Newcastle University, knows only 
too well the impact generous entrepreneurs have 
made on the region, having dedicated much of his 
career to exploring the subject.

It is therefore fitting that I speak to this 
authority in the gardens of Newcastle University, 
surrounded by several bastions of local 
benevolence. 

At one side is the university’s Armstrong 
Building – where Professor Harvey’s office is 
located – which was donated by a syndicate led 
by the famous industrialist, Lord Armstrong. At 
another are the university’s iconic arches and art 
school funded by the Bell family (derived from a 
coal mining fortune), while around the corner is 
the medical school, of which shipping magnate 
Sir Arthur Sutherland and Mary Easton, who 
inherited her brothers’ coal mining fortune, were 
major funders. 

Had the weather been too inclement for our 
outdoor, socially distanced, interview, Professor 
Harvey had suggested we walk to The Catalyst at 
Newcastle Helix, which houses national centres 
dedicated to ageing and data research. The atrium 
of this new university building is named after 
businesswoman Helen McArdle who, last year, 
made a multi-million-pound donation to the 
innovative research taking place there.

Outdoors in glorious sunshine though, 
Professor Harvey tells me that entrepreneurial 
philanthropy dates back to the 14th Century. 

“If you think of Dick Whittington, it’s not just a 

myth or a story; he was somebody who put money 
earned through business into philanthropy,” the 
professor explains. 

“In the North East, there was Roger Thornton 
who is memorialised at Newcastle Cathedral and 
made his fortune in lead mines. His great charity 
was the Maison Dieu, which was a hospital for 
down-at-heel men and women in Newcastle.”

It was during the Industrial Revolution, 
however, that entrepreneurial philanthropy came 
to the fore in the North East.

“In the 1820s/30s, Newcastle became a 
driving force of the Industrial Revolution and 
was fortunate to have many industries – coal, 
iron, steel, shipbuilding, steam turbines, railway 
engineering and later electrical engineering – that 
fed off each other, with professional services such 
as banking backing them up,” Professor Harvey 
explains. 

“This generated huge wealth and where 
you have sufficiently large numbers of people 
with surplus funds – who can see a separation 
between them and the rest of society – you get 
philanthropy.”

The most famous North East philanthropist 
of the Modern Era was Lord William Armstrong 
who, along with his wife Lady Armstrong, gifted 
Jesmond Dene to the people of Newcastle along 
with its house, banqueting hall, Armstrong Bridge 
and Armstrong Park. 

The industrialist was also the major donor 
of the Hancock Museum, now the Great North 
Museum, as well as several university and hospital 
facilities, with Armstrong’s legacy continued after 
his death by nephew William Watson-Armstrong. 

Other prominent donors of this period included 
the Quaker solicitor, Robert Spence Watson, who 
helped fund the College of Physical Sciences in 
Newcastle alongside Lord Armstrong and others; 
businessman Alexander Laing who provided the 
funds to build The Laing Art Gallery in Newcastle; 
and John and Joséphine Bowes who founded The 
Bowes Museum in Barnard Castle.  

After the Second World War, the establishment 
of the welfare state had a major impact on 

INTERVIEW 
Professor Charles Harvey 

The North East has been shaped by philanthropy for centuries and its crucial role is set to 
continue, as Alison Cowie finds out when she speaks to Professor Charles Harvey from Newcastle 
University, an expert in the history, impact and motivations of entrepreneurial benevolence in our 
region

CREATING A COHESIVE SOCIETY 
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philanthropy with the state taking on much of 
Britain’s social burden. 

“It pushed philanthropy into being a helpmeet 
rather than a necessity,” Professor Harvey adds. 

But despite the shift, the North East 
philanthropy movement continued with numerous 
avenues still available for wealthy entrepreneurs to 
channel their wealth. 

In the late 20th Century, for example, The 
Ballinger Charitable Trust and The Shears 
Foundation – based on the fortunes of Martin 
Ballinger and Trevor Shears, the former owners of 
the Go-Ahead public transport group, and their 
wives, Diana and Lyn – have supported many 
North East charities. 

Meanwhile, fashion entrepreneur Dame 
Margaret Barbour and her daughter, Helen, 
have helped numerous causes via The Barbour 
Foundation, while Peter Vardy who ran a thriving 
motor dealership group, has developed many 
family-focused charities such as Safe Families 
for Children as well as the Emmanuel Schools 
Foundation. 

Another philanthropic phenomenon to 
have impacted the region in recent times is the 
Community Foundation Tyne and Wear and 
Northumberland. 

Community foundations began in America 
and provide a way for individuals, families, 
entrepreneurs, companies, charitable trusts and 
public sector bodies to donate to community-

based activities in a defined geographical area.
Since its inception in 1988, the Tyne and Wear 

and Northumberland Community Foundation has 
become the largest outside North America. 

Reflecting on the causes for this, Professor 
Harvey says: “The foundation made the wise 
decision of asking Grigor McClelland to take 
the lead. He was an academic, businessman 
and philanthropist and was involved in the 
Washington new town regeneration and attracting 
Nissan to the region. He was known – and trusted 
– by everyone in the region and helped successful 
businessmen and women to recognise how 
philanthropy could help.

People also feel a very strong attachment to 
the North East region, and they recognise the 
considerable need that’s been created as a result of 
deindustrialisation.”

Moving into the 21st Century and philanthropy 
continues to make its mark on the North East. 
Alongside previously mentioned businesswoman 
Helen McArdle, who ran a string of care homes 
and nurseries, are the founders of Sage Software 
– David Goldman and Sir Graham Wylie – who 
have both given generously to local causes. 
Jonathan Ruffer, a City banker, has also donated a 
considerable amount of his own wealth to preserve 
Bishop Auckland Castle and establish a museum 
and Kynren, an outdoor show retelling England’s 
history near the town. 

“Jonathan Ruffer is currently the single biggest 
giver [to the North East] and is deploying his cash 
in the most imaginative ways to create a focus 
of regeneration for Bishop Aukland,” Professor 
Harvey adds.

Among the many others who have used their 
success, status and considerable wealth for good 
in the North East are footballer Alan Shearer, 
Fiona Cruickshank (chair of the Community 
Foundation) and former City banker and now 
Middlesbrough Mayor, Andy Preston, who has 
established several charities to support the people 
of Teesside.

So, what exactly attracts entrepreneurs to 
philanthropy?

Professor Harvey co-wrote the academic paper 
‘Identity, Storytelling and the Philanthropic 
Journey (2015)’ with Mairi Maclean, Jillian 
Gordon and Eleanor Shaw, which details several 
philanthropic rewards for entrepreneurs. 

INTERVIEW 
Professor Charles Harvey 
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These include satisfying a desire to ‘give back’ 
and ‘make a difference’, having been financially 
successful, while also ‘absolving the self ’ from the 
guilt of benefiting disproportionately. 

Other rewards include ‘joining an exclusive 
club’ of other philanthropists, as well as ‘personal 
fulfilment’ created by helping in areas that mean 
something to them. 

At least one of these rewards can be attributed 
to all the local philanthropists mentioned here 
but, as Professor Harvey explains, the common 
denominator is a desire to see results the way they 
have done in business. 

He explains: “They don’t want to see the money 
wasted. They want it put to good use to create 
opportunity for others and to create a more 
cohesive society,” he adds.

In an ideal world, philanthropy arguably 
shouldn’t exist. Communities wouldn’t need to 
rely on the generosity of a wealthy few and their 
personal agendas. 

But, as Professor Harvey reflects: “Capitalism 
generates inequality. We can see that today with 
entrepreneurs, such as Bill Gates, earning these 
mega fortunes. We need to have philanthropy as a 
way of redressing the imbalance.”

This expert in philanthropy also has clear 
views as to how the North East can harness more 
entrepreneurial giving. 

“It’s important that the North East has a thriving 
entrepreneurial economy. More businesses that 
grow large here, that employ people and create 
good livelihoods and well-being for those who live 
here. Philanthropy is a natural counterpart to this,” 
he says. 

The professor is also keen to see what affect the 
coronavirus pandemic will have. 

“It’s still very early but I think for a lot of people, 
policy-wise, this will be a wakeup call to establish 
stronger businesses with stronger roots in Britain.”

It seems that for as long as we have a capitalist 
society, we will have philanthropy, and the 
stronger the North East economy, its identity and 
its connection for local entrepreneurs, the more 
the community will benefit.

The coronavirus pandemic may spark, at 
present, unknown changes in our society, but one 
thing is certain – Professor Charles Harvey will 
be monitoring it all from his office built as a direct 
result of North East philanthropy.

PHILANTHROPY NORTH EAST 
For more information about North East philanthropy visit: 

www.philanthropynortheast.com
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With the COVID-19 
pandemic still raging 
across the globe, the 
emphasis is of course on 
business and economic 

survival. However, sustainability remains a 
strategic priority for lenders, investors and 
insurers. So what are funders looking for now?

Before the pandemic there was a significant 
trend for investors and lenders to place a strong 
environmental, social and governance influence at 
the heart of decisions.

Naturally, the spotlight shifted to emergency 
measures taken to support businesses through 
unprecedented times, but the green agenda is still 
very much top of mind.

Boris Johnson has proclaimed that the UK 
should seek a green economic recovery while 
Mark Carney, former Bank of England Governor 
and UN Special Envoy for Climate Action 
and Finance, expects that companies with a 
sustainability strategy will be rewarded.

Industry bodies are developing green loans – 
funding for a green purpose – and sustainability 
linked loans – where borrower costs reduce if 
certain sustainability performance objectives are 
met. Both are at an early stage and limited for now 
to larger loans but that market is evolving.

Government support for low carbon 
technology, most recently demonstrated in 
grants made for research and development in 
the automotive sector, is already producing real 
success stories.

Larger businesses may be more accustomed 
to ensuring that business planning includes 
environmental, social and governance aspects. 
This is becoming a requirement for smaller 
businesses as it will also affect their credit 
assessment.

Lenders will assess businesses against a number 
of criteria, including susceptibility to fraud and 
cyber-attack, sectoral issues, Brexit, supply chain, 
but also their approach to carbon emissions, 
employee health and wellbeing and other 
environmental, social and governance matters. 

How an organisation is perceived as a lending 
proposition is key as businesses emerge from the 
post COVID-19 world.

Business survival and doing what is necessary 
to get through the next few months are crucial. 
But looking further ahead, it is important to realise 
the appetite for better technological and more 
sustainable development when putting business 
cases forward for investment.

For organisations with more traditional 
backgrounds, no one is suggesting that those 
businesses will have green credentials overnight, 
but demonstrating that they are on a journey of 
sustainable improvement will aid any funding 
application.

Our relationship director, Hannah Douglass at 
Lloyds Bank Commercial Banking, echoed this.

“We’re committed to supporting a transition to 
a low-carbon economy and are working alongside 
businesses to help them make investments that 
benefit the planet as well as their bottom line,” she 
says.

“Our Clean Growth Financing Initiative, 
for example, offers discounted lending to help 
firms take steps such as purchasing low carbon 
vehicles or reducing carbon emissions from their 
properties.”

“Helping businesses become more sustainable 
will ultimately help Britain prosper and, as the 
UK recovers from COVID-19, there’s a real 
opportunity for a green to be at the heart of that 
bounce back.”

ADVERTISING FEATURE – LAW 
Muckle LLP

HOW GREEN DOES YOUR 
BUSINESS GROW?
Louise Duffy, finance lawyer at Muckle LLP, considers the relevance of green lending initiatives as 
we come out of the coronavirus crisis

MUCKLE
www.muckle-llp.com
@MuckleLLP
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There is no doubt that businesses are 
facing unprecedented challenges 
from the effects of COVID-19 and 
are having to make some difficult 
choices; either adapting or reducing 

their business, temporarily pausing trade, or sadly 
closing. 

The current crisis has already seen a number of 
businesses fail and the latest EY research looking 
into profit warnings from listed companies saw a 
spike across the North East and Yorkshire with 75 
per cent of those warnings attributed directly to 
COVID-19. 

Thirty-one profit warnings were recorded in 
the first quarter of 2020 in the region, more than 
three times the number issued in the same quarter 
last year.

Clearly, those sectors and businesses issuing 
the highest number of profit warnings were those 
most exposed to the impact of COVID-19 and 
the associated national lockdown which had a 
significant effect on sales and cashflow.

‘Cash is king’ in business so companies 
ultimately fail because they run out of cash, 
meaning even a profitable business can get into 
trouble. 

As we began to move through the crisis, there 
was inevitably a period of re-evaluation with some 
businesses struggling with the ‘new normal’, but 
there were others who looked to the immediate 
future and embraced the opportunities created by 
the crisis.

Some entrepreneurial businesses reacted 
quickly to the situation as it unfolded, adapting 
their operations. For example, manufacturers 
across the region put their skills and technology 
to work, manufacturing PPE and other essential 
consumables and equipment for front-line 
workers; and other companies quickly embraced 
new technology and ways of working to keep 

their business moving and stay in touch with their 
employees. 

Unfortunately, despite their best efforts, this 
isn’t an option for everyone, and as the profit 
warnings data has shown, many, especially in the 
retail and hospitality sectors, will face difficult 
decisions as the unparalleled level of business 
support measures offered by the Government 
starts to be withdrawn.

As restrictions are further eased over the 
coming weeks and months, this will again be a 
critical period for all companies across the North 
East, regardless of whether they are an OMB or 
FTSE-listed. 

Those that look to the future and embrace 
new technology and emerging opportunities will 
inevitably survive and thrive.

Standing still will not be an option and it’s 
encouraging to see businesses already changing, 
especially in their attitudes towards supporting 
their employees, their supply chains and the 
communities in which they operate. 

Companies across the region are realising 
that, as we emerge from the crisis, we are in this 
together and that the whole is indeed greater than 
the sum of its parts. 

This agile and visionary approach will be 
essential for the future of the region’s bottom line. 
Despite its challenges, the North East is a great 
place to do business and one that is still attracting 
a steady flow of foreign direct investment projects, 
according to the EY 2020 UK Attractiveness 
Survey.

The survey showed that the digital sector 
generated the largest number of investment 
projects into the North East – accounting for 27 
per cent of the region’s total. Definitely a thriving 
sector in the region and one to watch for the 
future as businesses place greater emphasis on 
digital technology, post-COVID-19. 

ADVERTISING FEATURE – FINANCE 
EY

COVID-19 – WHY BUSINESSES 
SHOULD BE LOOKING TO THE 
FUTURE
Adam Barraclough, associate partner for EY’s Transaction Advisory Services team in the North 
East, discusses the impact of COVID-19 on businesses in the region and how those that look to 
the future and embrace emerging opportunities will inevitably survive and thrive

EY
For more information, contact 

Adam Barraclough on 07385 

344471/0113 236 4365 or email:

adam.barraclough@uk.ey.com
www.ey.com
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As a brand consultancy, you 
have a lot of financial services 
experience. Tell us how it started?
When I started Projector 17 years 
ago, it wasn't our intention to 

specialise in financial services but, after 24 months, 
it felt like it could have been. We were getting client 
after client in that sector and gained knowledge at 
a rapid rate. Our very first project was for Positive 
Solutions, a North East-based financial advice 
network which looked to us to help with their 
recruitment of advisors. That project was the start 

of a long and successful relationship – we partnered 
with the company's owner through a range of brand 
and marketing challenges. From helping to recruit 
advisors in the early days to rebranding once it 
had become the UK's biggest network a few years 
later, Projector provided creative support for ten 
years. We were hugely fortunate that our client 
understood the role brand played in a successful 
business, and he invested in that. As part of the 
brand-building activity, we produced creative 
campaigns, launched a digital presence and created 
various pieces of sales collateral, including an 
award-winning annual report. The relationship 
gave us a lot of exposure to that sector – at one 
point, their National Conferences would attract 
1500 advisors and industry experts. The design 
and production of that conference acted as a 
real-life case study of our work, and we benefitted 
by attracting new clients off the back of it. At one 
point, we were working with 14 financial advice 
firms ranging from sole trader and firms with ten 
advisors up to Positive Solutions, the UK's largest 
network of 1800 advisors. 

So is your experience rooted in the 'pinstripe suits' 
area of financial advice?
Not at all. Following the sale of Positive Solutions to 
insurance giant Aegon, we continued to work with 
the company but several start-ups also emerged as 
a result. One of which was True Potential, which 
began its business journey as a technology firm 
providing back-office solutions to financial advisors 
in the UK. In 17 years, Projector's team has worked 
with advisors, banks, fintech firms, and right now, 
we're working with an investment management 
brand on its digital presence. Our knowledge of the 
market and FCA regulations make us an easy choice 
for clients with challenges in this sector. We've also 
had experience outside of the UK too with Fusion 
Group, a unique financial services organisation with 
headquarters in London and Nairobi. The group 
commissioned us to create a new visual language 
for its family of businesses. As the company had 
become more established, there was a need to 
create a more professional and contemporary 
identity to enable the businesses to communicate 

ADVERTISING FEATURE – MEDIA
Projector 

Phil Lowery, founder of brand communications agency Projector, speaks to North East Times 
about his 17 years' experience branding businesses within the financial services sector 

A WEALTH OF EXPERIENCE 
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their proposition more effectively. The new identity 
needed to capture Fusion as sophisticated and 
dynamic, as well as reflect its location and appeal 
in an African marketplace. We created a brand 
family that bridged the gap between the UK finance 
sector and the African local private equity sector 
and gave Fusion Group a set of guidelines for future 
communications. 

Has the advancement of technology impacted the 
sector?
Technology has changed the way the firms work 
but it's also had a huge effect on how financial 
products are transacted. In the early days of 
Projector, obtaining financial advice and products 
would be done using people, so a large part of the 
brand we were creating for clients would focus 
on personal service. As technology has advanced, 
so has the financial sectors use and dependence 
of it – which in a traditional sector is sometimes 
opposed. A great example of this was our work with 
Credit Suisse. When the financial giant formed 
a new global IT department, it needed help to 
communicate the department's role to the rest 
of the organisation, which required an internal 
marketing campaign. This campaign helped to 
educate Credit Suisse employees about the new 
department, ensuring they were able to align 
behind it, understand the importance of it and 
how it would enable them to deliver a great brand 
experience to clients.

So the use of technology has meant adapting 
clients' brands in the financial sector? 
Technology has allowed clients to offer products 
and services that weren't possible ten years ago. 
Fintech has made it increasingly easier to buy 
investments online, so we're talking more and 
more about the benefits of that over service – many 
service brands have morphed into product brands. 
Recently, we worked with True Potential, helping it 
launch a new investment platform, True Potential 
Investor – an online DIY investment proposition 
that allows someone to open an account from as 
little as £100 with no financial advice. As this was 
a new market for us and the client, we undertook 
market research, carried out competitor analysis 
and we guided the leadership team through a series 
of branding workshops. These workshops helped us 
understand True Potential Investor's offer in-depth 

and define its positioning model, target audience 
and look and feel of the brand. Those sessions 
identified some authentic values and captured what 
we wanted the point of difference to be moving 
forward. They also helped energise and motivate 
the leadership team, leaving everyone with a shared 
understanding of what True Potential Investor 
would represent.

Why is brand building so crucial in the financial 
sector?
Essentially, we're talking about money. So people 
are naturally going to need to trust any business 
they are committing their money to – be it their life 
savings or a pot for a rainy day.

With a reputation still recovering from the 
2008 financial crisis and ever-increasing reports of 
security concerns, public perception of the financial 
services sector remains mostly negative. A UK 
survey conducted by YouGov placed the reputation 
of the sector at number 26 out of 26, ranking even 
lower than the gambling industry.

The solution is, unsurprisingly, effective brand 
building. Cultivating a strong brand identity offers 
a host of benefits for financial services firms, from 
building trust and creating value to boosting 
employee engagement and, most significantly, 
giving customers more reasons to say yes. 

With the experience you have, what advice would 
you give to financial brands?
Never forget your brand DNA. What does your 
brand stand for? Your values will not only drive 
internal thinking, but it will also help you connect 
externally with your audience and act as a 
barometer for decisions. 

Then ask, are your brand messages relevant? 
Determine your meaningful difference and 
precisely what sets you aside from the other brands 
out there. Why should clients come to you over the 
competition?

Importantly, avoid safe clichés and tired claims. 
Yes, you often face a complex challenge of selling 
the intangible; but when everyone uses terms like 
'value', 'quality' and 'service' to describe themselves, 
differentiation becomes nigh on impossible. Our 
brand discovery process is designed to give some 
objective perspective and dig deep enough to find 
that true point of difference – so do seek our help if 
you need it.

PROJECTOR
For more information contact Phil 

on phil@yourprojector.com

www.yourprojector.com
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With the exception of New 
York City, London is the 
largest financial centre in 
the world – the towering 
skyscrapers of City of 

London and Canary Wharf synonymous with the 
capital’s global image. 

It was not always this way. In October 1986, 
a number of financial regulations on things like 
fixed commission charges, trading procedures and 
foreign market access were abolished, triggering 
an explosion of activity that is now referred to as 
the ‘Big Bang’. 

This, combined with London’s swift adoption 
of electronic trading technologies, rapidly 
accelerated the growth of capital markets in the 
UK and cemented the city’s dominance in the 
global financial system. 

Somewhere caught up in the euphoria that 
engulfed the City of London in 1986 was a young 
graduate, Steve Deutsch, looking to engineer a 
career for himself in banking. 

Taking after his father, who worked as a 
mechanical engineer, in the Midlands, Steve 
studied chemical engineering at university before 
a summer internship in corporate finance at 
Barclays took him down a different path. 

“It’s the old adage of, a good university degree is 
good training for the mind and you can apply that 
wherever you wish. In my case, it’s been financial 
services,” Steve reflects.

Steve’s first job in finance was with Lloyds Bank 
in the recently revolutionised City of London. 

Putting his engineering mind to good use, he 
quickly moved into project management, which 
was all about integrating businesses, outsourcing 
services and putting strategies in place for 
business transformation. 

After 19 years with Lloyds, during which Steve 
oversaw the bank’s merger with TSB and became 
group project services director, he decided to take 
on a new challenge with Wesleyan Assurance 
Society in Birmingham. 

That was in 2005 when Wesleyan was one of 
the largest mutual life assurance companies in 
the UK with around £8 billion of funds under 
management. 

Steve’s main achievement at Wesleyan was 
transforming its banking subsidiary from a 
small retail-focused bank into a large specialist 
commercial bank, with a particular emphasis on 
SME lending. 

By the time Steve left in December 2018, 
Wesleyan Bank was lending around £250 million 
per year across three different sites with quadruple 
the headcount. 

After 30 years working as a change director in 
an industry that had changed beyond recognition, 
Steve decided to take a break in 2018 to recharge 
his batteries and think about what he wanted to 
do next. 

When the opportunity to join Great British 
Bank (GBB) came up, Steve couldn’t resist getting 
involved.

INTERVIEW 
Steve Deutsch

The process of launching a brand-new bank is long and expensive, but since 2013 no less than 
22 have sprung up in the UK. Companies like Monzo and Durham’s Atom Bank lead the way and 
now another North East challenger, focussed on property development finance, is on the horizon. 
Richard Dawson sits down with Steve Deutsch to find out how he engineered a career during the 
financial sector’s ‘Big Bang’ and what his plans are now as chief executive of the soon-to-be Great 
British Bank 

BUILD, BUILD, BUILDING A BANK
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“It was too good an offer to pass up being able 
to set up a bank from scratch,” he says. 

GBB was the brainchild of North East 
entrepreneur and former Tier One Capital 
managing director, Stephen Black. 

Identifying a gap in the market for a lender 
dedicated to property development finance, 
Stephen created a business plan for a new bank 
and drew on his network of local high net-worth 
individuals to get GBB off the ground. 

Steve, who took over from Stephen as GBB boss 

in 2018, says: “Stephen’s background is in wealth 
management and he had a lot of contacts who 
he encouraged to invest. We have quite a diverse 
investor base at the moment, which is drawn 
mostly from the North East.

“That had got us to where we are today, but 
obviously we need to press ahead because building 
a bank is quite expensive. 

“We’re branching out to more significant 
investors whether that’s private equity, venture 
capital, local authorities or pension funds. “What 
we want is a diverse base that encompasses both 
individuals and corporates.” 

The process of building a bank is long and 
arduous, with 75 per cent of would-be banks 
failing before the banking licence from the 
regulator, the PRA, is secured. 

The banking licence is crucial for lenders 
looking to raise funds from depositors, which GBB 
is. It is the pre-requisite for being included in the 
Financial Services Compensation Scheme (FSCS), 
which covers deposits of up to £85,000.

“To get a banking licence takes four years on 
average,” Steve explains. “The first half of that 
journey is getting the team together, taking 
the idea from a whiteboard and creating a 
documented business plan.  

“You’re then having a series of bilateral 
conversations with the regulators to get them 
comfortable with the concept. That can take two 
years at least.” 

The PRA – part of the Bank of England – then 
invites you to apply for a banking licence.

Steve continues: “In mid-January this year, we 
were invited to apply for the licence so now it’s just 
a question of how long. It can be no quicker than 
12 months and no longer than 24 – it’s a statutory 
timetable. 

“What determines it for us is our ability to raise 
the funds and build the bank. Typically, this takes 
18 months.”

If all goes well, GBB could be in a position to 
launch as a fully-fledged bank with attractive 
savings rates for depositors by the third quarter 
of 2021. 

The bank’s raison d’etre is to provide much 
needed loans to SME property developers. 

“The reason we have targeted that niche is 
because there is clear evidence of a massive under 
supply of loans in the property development 

INTERVIEW 
Steve Deutsch
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sector, particularly in the regions,” Steve explains. 
“By lending to property developers, we will 

create jobs for people in the construction industry 
and play our part in the levelling up of the regions 
– we’ll be riding the wave of ‘build, build, build’.”

They say timing is everything in business and, 
given the resources Government is funnelling 
into the construction industry to spearhead the 
economic recovery, GBB could be in the ideal 
position to capitalise. 

Steve adds: “The announcements about levelling 
up the regions and the ‘build, build, build’ agenda 
is music to our ears because it supports everything 
that we set out to do.” 

GBB is also going to be in the enviable position 
of having a blank balance sheet when it launches 
in Q3 2021. 

Where existing lenders will have their hands 
full with Government-backed loans and finance 
provided to firms to get through the coronavirus 
crisis, GBB will be able to meet the demand 
without having to look over its shoulder. 

Providing small scale loans of between £1 
million and £5 million to firms that want to build 
residential or commercial property, GBB hopes 
to employ 120 people over the next five years, but 
this is just a fraction of the jobs created if its plans 
come off. 

“If we succeed in lending what we plan to, we’ll 
indirectly create 23,000 jobs in the North East,” 
Steve predicts. 

To make GBB’s highly ambitious vision a reality, 
Steve has appointed Monzo co-founder, Paul 
Rippon, to chairman of the board. 

Monzo is one of the most successful challenger 
banks to have emerged in the last decade. The 
fintech company has a valuation of £1.2 billion, 
employs 1500 people and looks after more than 4 
million customers worldwide. 

Steve says: “Paul absolutely believes in the 
proposition and frankly, it helps because his 
profile is huge and, as a fledgeling bank, profile is 
really helpful. 

“Above that, of course, he’s very experienced.”
As GBB inches closer to its ultimate goal of 

raising billions of pounds from depositors and 
lending billions more to SMEs, Steve once again 
finds himself caught up in the excitement that first 
attracted him to the banking industry all those 
years ago.

GREAT BRITISH BANK (GBB)
www.thegbb.co.uk
@The_G_B_B
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BUILT ENVIRONMENT - NEWS

TEESSIDE 

North East specialists win 
‘Lego’ inspired work                                                            
RWO Associates is to support the construction of the next phase 
of a multi-million pound digital and creative hub in Middlesbrough.

The Newcastle firm is providing structural and civil engineering 
services for Boho 8, a £2.5 million development of modular stack 
units inspired by  Lego’s eight-piece building block system, which 
will provide 10,000 sq ft of flexible workspace for the digital and 
creative services sector.

The office complex, which saw onsite construction start in July, 
is expected to open in late 2020 and comes ahead of Boho 10, a 
development of three skyscrapers. This forms part of an overall 
£250 million investment project by Middlesbrough Borough 
Council in a high-profile scheme that is expected to create more 
than 2000 jobs.

RWO’s managing director Ross Oakley said: “This is another 
prestigious project for North East engineering capability, reflecting 
the skills and expertise available in the region to support 

innovative commercial design and build projects.”
RWO Associates is working with architects Seymour 

Architecture, which has offices in Morpeth and Middlesbrough.

NORTH EAST 

Eddisons secures £30 million 
to improve schools                                                    
Property consultant Eddisons has secured £30 million to improve 
buildings at 76 academy schools across the UK under the 
Government’s Condition Improvement Fund (CIF) programme. 
Schools in line for upgrades include 19 in the North East, set to 
receive a total of £6 million worth of improvement works. 

Funding for the latest round of schools projects in the North 
East includes £1.5 million for Stokesley School and more than 
£500,000 for Dene Academy in Peterlee. 

Eddisons, which has a Newcastle office, has also been 
appointed to design and project manage the safe delivery of all 
this year’s successful applications.

 Building and project consultancy head Ian Harrington 

(pictured) said: 
“Education is a key sector for Eddisons and we have built up a 

highly specialised team that are doing an outstanding job for our 
school and college clients.”

TYNESIDE

Planning boost for Newcastle’s West End  
Plans for a multi-million pound redevelopment in the heart of 

Newcastle’s West End, which will include new luxury apartments 
and a restaurant, have been submitted for approval.

The move by developers Hadrian Property Investments will see 
the transformation of the former Northumbria Police station site 

on Westgate Road, where the station’s existing upper floor office 
space will be transformed into 18 apartments with dedicated 
onsite car parking as part of the £2.1 million redevelopment. Part 
of the station will also be demolished to make way for two new 
retail units and a dental clinic. 

IN ASSOCIATION WITH:
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Commercial Property 
Investors – how to survive and 
thrive after COVID-19

The world of commercial property investment is 
likely to be tested in the months and years ahead, 
as our economy adjusts to a raft of behavioural 
changes and new regulations in the wake of 
COVID-19.

From the private investor with a single property 
asset to portfolio owners with retail, offices, 
industrial units, or any form of commercial 
property, the fallout of the pandemic and the 
likelihood of a recession will present challenges 
as well as opportunities.

Some sectors may be hit worse than others 
and we may see some perform more strongly 
than before. For example, greater demand for 
logistics solutions to satisfy increased levels of 
online retail activity should be another shot in the 
arm for well-located industrial property.

At Naylors Gavin Black, we believe that pro-
active asset management is essential to protect 
the value of our clients’ assets in good times and 
bad. Given the uncertainty of what the months 
and years will hold, we recommend investors 
concentrate on four key areas:

Know your tenants and communicate 
regularly
The need to understand a tenant’s business and 
maintain regular and constructive dialogue is 
never more important than during recessionary 
times. It is crucial to try and understand to 
what extent your tenants have been adversely 
affected and whether this may cause issues 
with the payment of rent. Income is the most 
critical element of commercial property investing, 
accounting for around 70 per cent of total return 
over the long-run. If your tenant’s business is 
struggling, there is also the prospect of non-
payment of service charge or that repairing 

obligations will not be adhered to.

Deal with vacancies
Vacant property can be a common consequence 
of tougher economic times. In such instances, our 
Property Management team works closely with 
Agency colleagues to begin marketing vacancies 
at the earliest opportunity. It may be appropriate 
for some physical works to be undertaken to 
help improve letting prospects and it is essential 
to understand the current rental levels and 
incentives appropriate to the vacant property. 

Work with tenants to re-gear leases 
There are often benefits for both landlords 
and tenants when putting new leases in place, 
which better reflect the current circumstances. 
Landlords can often secure longer term income, 
potentially at the expense of a rent-free period or 
another form of incentive for tenants. There can 
also be benefits in bringing leases to a premature 
end in order for landlords to secure early vacant 
possession and unlock value.

Find opportunities to add value 
Changing the use of a property to better suit the 
current tenant demand is one way to add value 
and deal with changing economic circumstances. 
We also work with clients to identify opportunities 
to secure planning permission for higher value 
uses or generate income from underutilised parts 
of a building.

At Naylors Gavin Black, our clients benefit from 
our collaborative in-house departments including 
agency, investment, building consultancy and 
management, ensuring a diverse range of 
expertise to protect and improve the value and 
income stream of their properties.

Naylors Gavin Black partners Chris Donabie and Fergus Laird look at how investors can protect the rental and 
capital values of their investments in a changing economic landscape

ADVERTISING FEATURE – BUILT ENVIRONMENT – NAYLORS GAVIN BLACK

Naylors Gavin Black

For more information, email 
fergus@naylorsgavinblack.co.uk 
or chrisd@naylorsgavinblack.
co.uk
www.naylorsgavinblack.co.uk
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Bright light over the Borders 

So the connection between the North of the 
region to the South of it is by East Coast 
Mainline and the country lane standard A1, 
which on a recent visit, yields just under 80 
junctions, both major and minor, between the 
Horncliffe/Ord roundabout at Berwick and the 
northern end of the dual carriageway at Alnwick. 

The junctions, anything from driveways 
direct to properties, farms and connections with 
Belford for example or Chillingham, are almost 
equal in number between westerly and easterly 
directions. They do not include the innumerable 
field accesses or laybys. 

It is little wonder that this part of the A1 is 
tedious and dangerous. It becomes laughable 
that the night-time road works are described as 
‘junction improvements and improved crossing 
facilities for pedestrians and cyclists’. Can you 
imagine the outcry if work was undertaken on 
the M62 for the same reason?

The lack of progress on the A1 upgrade 
matches in equal measure the frustrating focus 
on HS2 and Birmingham when the vital rail 
connection for the North East is via the East 
Coast Mainline, the vital rail artery between 
London and east coast towns including York, 
Newcastle, Berwick and Edinburgh.

James Herriot, local businessman and former 
chair of the Berwick-upon-Tweed Preservation 
Trust, describes the situation as ‘mystifying’, 
pointing out that there are cross-border strengths 
on both sides which would greatly benefit from 
a fully dualled A1 and improved services on the 
ECML.

As for Berwick itself, James comments: 
“Berwick is an amazing community with its own 
environment, which makes the town a special 
place. It is a genuine gateway to the Borders.”    

Development activity in Berwick is impressive. 
A new Premier Inn has just opened, a £15 million 

school campus project is being proposed, a 
major cinema and conference centre is planned 
for The Maltings Theatre, a retail park planned 
next to Morrisons on the north side of the 
town, work on a new leisure centre has just 
commenced and a new £2.5 million harbour jetty 
to replace an old timber jetty is underway.

Andy Richardson, chairman of the Port of 
Berwick, says the first cruise-liner booking is in 
place for 2021. “This will have a tremendous 
impact on Berwick, Northumberland and the 
Scottish border generally, attracting different 
socio-economic groups to those usually 
associated with cruise ships,” says Andy. 

It is the Borderlands Partnership, which 
comprises Carlisle City Council, Dumfries and 
Galloway Council, Scottish Borders Council 
and the County Councils of Cumbria and 
Northumberland, which also fascinates. 

I usually argue against large-scale economic 
initiatives such as Northern Powerhouse, 
which puts ‘Core Cities’ such as  Manchester, 
Liverpool, Leeds, Sheffield, Hull and Newcastle 
under one ‘umbrella’, when there is very little 
synergy or connectivity between them, but the 
Borderlands Partnership is something different.

Covering just five authorities, James Herriot 
says the Partnership yields impressive statistics. 
“The land area covered by the Partnership is 
10 per cent of the UK’s landmass, it has a one 
million population at the geographical centre of 
the United Kingdom with a catchment population 
of 14m within a two-hour drive time. This offers 
massive potential for the Borders.” 

Berwick has considerable tourism potential 
centred on its Elizabethan bastion walls 
comparable to, if not better than, the main 
fortified towns across Europe such as Montreuil-
sur-Mere in the Pas-de-Calais. Berwick’s walls 
were built in the late 1550s to keep our Scottish 

The spring budget did little to boost confidence in the Government bearing in mind pre-budget rhetoric implied 
the regions would get spending priority. As it turned out there was more talk about dualling the A1 but no firm 
commitment or timetable to see it through, writes Chris Dobson

OPINION – CHRIS DOBSON
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friends at bay. 
Even the Union Chain Bridge over the river 

Tweed is getting a £9 million upgrade. At 200 
years it is the oldest operational suspension 
bridge carrying transport in the world connecting 
Fishwick in Scotland to Horncliffe in England. 

“I am sure the crucial repair works will ensure 
that this Scotland/England connection continues. 
It is an excellent example of cross-border co-
operation,” says James.

As for the Northern Powerhouse enigma, 
James is more than generous saying he 
would love to see the Northern Powerhouse 
do more, especially focusing on education, 
apprenticeships and school-leavers in particular. 

“Not everyone can go to university, which 
is by no means a bad thing. What is vital is 
employment, the right jobs and skills training 
through apprenticeships. It’s good for everyone 
and society in general.”

Returning to the Borderlands Partnership, 
which was established in 2014 to unlock the 
South of Scotland and North of England’s 
potential as an economic hub designed to 
encourage new business and job opportunities, 
it is a clear signpost towards cross Border co-
operation.

In September 2017 it set out its vision for 
the future in ‘The Borderlands Inclusive Growth 
Proposition’ and sent it to the UK and Scottish 
Governments to consider, perhaps to think 
again.

Following the submission of a formal proposal 
in September 2018, the Borderlands Partnership 
welcomed the announcement of a £345 million 
deal from the UK and Scottish Governments in 

March 2019.
The Growth Deal is made up of £265 million 

from UK Government (an increase of £5 million 
since the funding announcement in March 2019), 
£85 million from the Scottish Government and 
£44.5 million from the local authority partners.

The signing of the formal agreement took 
place at the Mountain Bike Centre of Scotland 
at Glentress in the Scottish Borders. It is a vital 
step towards the next stage of the Borderlands 
Inclusive Growth Deal, enabling the Partnership 
to finalise the business cases for the agreed 
projects and programmes and to access the 
funding to take them forward.

It is anticipated that this investment will 
deliver an extra 5500 job opportunities, attract 
more than 4 million extra tourists and unlock 
investment in towns across the area, boosting 
the region’s economy by £1.1 billion.

Managed through the Programme 
Management Office (PMO) costs are to be borne 
by the five Participating Authorities based on an 
indicative split of funding each area will receive 
from the Growth Deal - as follows: Carlisle City 
Council/Cumbria County Council – 34.9 per cent 
(split to be determined by the two Authorities);  
Dumfries and Galloway Council – 24.3 per cent;  
Northumberland County Council – 22.2 per cent; 
and Scottish Borders Council – 18.6 per cent.

The PMO is essentially the centralised team, 
working on behalf of the Borderlands Partnership 
Board, under the authority of the Chief 
Executives’ Group, to support the progressive 
delivery of the Growth Deal in accordance with 
the requirements of the two Governments and 
the Borderlands Governance Framework.

IN ASSOCIATION WITH:
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Viewpoint

Tell me about your career before joining 
Merit…
I studied electrical and electronic engineering 
at Newcastle University and then went to work 
at British Steel on Teesside. I joined just after 
the time of Ian MacGregor when they had 
cut staffing levels from 22,000 to 7500, plus 
contractors. I was there for three years and I 
think it shaped me as a person. Then, when 
Fujitsu opened a new facility in Newton Aycliffe, 
I went there as an electrical engineer before 
moving to become facilities manager at a new 
Siemens factory in Newcastle. It was a £650 
million investment and I was more or less first 
in and last out from the management team. 
After that, I started my PhD in semiconductor 
research and almost finished before taking the 
job with Merit. 

When did you start at Merit and how has the 
company changed over the years? 
I started with Merit in 2002. It had been 
operating since 1983 as a kind of bulk piping 
company and when I took over in August 2002, I 
went through the accounts and realised we were 

about ten weeks away from going bust. After two 
weeks, I had to make a third of the workforce 
redundant and repurpose the company. It was 
a brutal restructuring because we needed to 
stop the cash burn immediately. Afterwards, I 
remember we made £2000 that first month and 
then won a couple of new contracts, which set 
us on a path. We were back up to full strength 
within about five months of the restructuring. 
The business now focuses on clean technology 
buildings, with a strong emphasis on offsite 
manufacturing. We’ve been operating out of our 
Cramlington facility since 2004.

What is Merit’s offsite construction model? 
Our approach to offsite construction came out 
of the research I’d done for Siemens on how to 
build facilities more efficiently, cost effectively 
and lay them out for better process interactions. 
In recent times, the digital revolution has 
enabled that offsite manufacturing solution to 
take off. We use a hybrid model, where about 
a quarter of the work done is done onsite and 
the rest is done offsite. We want to become a 
construction exporter and keep jobs here in 
Northumberland. 

How is Merit striving to become more 
environmentally sustainable? 
We have a zero-carbon emissions policy. You 
see a lot of companies with intentions of getting 
to net-zero by 2030 or 2050, but we thought, 
let’s ban fossil fuels now. We were working on 
a project for Rolls Royce in Nottingham and we 
wanted to make it work from an environmental 
as well as financial and operational point of view. 
By eliminating the natural gas system and using 
heat pumps and heat recovery, we managed to 

Offsite construction is becoming increasingly popular in an industry that needs to be more productive and more 
sustainable. Merit has been delivering projects using an offsite model for many years and in 2018 was named 
North East Business of the Year. Richard Dawson speaks to managing director Tony Wells, who is also preparing 
to take part in the famous 24-hour Le Mans race this September

INTERVIEW – TONY WELLS
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deliver a zero fossil fuels building for the same 
price and the client saved £106,000 a year 
in energy savings. We want to be a leader in 
greening the construction industry. 

How does Merit set itself apart from 
competitors? 
We’re not interested in a race to the bottom. 
Where we leverage savings is through intelligent 
design, not reduction in margin. Otherwise, you 
have companies basically doing projects for free 
and going bust. You’ve got to have a sustainable 
business; it has to be profitable and we do that 
by charging a bit more than we pay and making 
savings by integrating virtually all of the design 
work in house. 

How did you come to build the new Cell and 
Gene Therapy Catapult in Stevenage? 
We were lucky because the tender coincided 
with Carillion going bust and that gave us 
a chance as an SME going up against big 
contractors that turns over £3-4 billion per 
year. The client was also very open-minded 
about offsite manufacturing, which we used to 
deliver the whole project. We ended up saving a 
considerable amount of money and completed 
in 40 weeks – exactly half of the time originally 
quoted. 

What is your long-term outlook for the 
business? 
Following the coronavirus pandemic, there’s 
a lot of attention on infection control within 
hospitals so we’re launching Merit Health to 
deliver step-change design upgrades through 
offsite manufacturing. We’ll be able to provide a 
hospital for the same price in half the time with 
much better infection control. That’s a big push 
for the business. 

Outside of work, you are an experienced 
endurance racing driver. Where does this 
interest come from and what have been your 
highlights to date? 
I never had the opportunity to go motor racing 
when I was a kid because I never had the cash. 
So when I got the chance as an adult, I jumped 

at it and managed to win British and European 
titles racing sports cars. My driving partner and I 
then got into the Le Mans series. 

You are due to take part in the world-famous 
24-hour Le Mans race this September. What 
can you tell me about it? 
We won the Asian Le Mans title this year in the 
LMP3 class and that gave us automatic entry to 
the Le Mans 24 hours. It was unexpected as I 
only started racing in 2011. The championship 
is ongoing now and the 24-hour Le Mans 
is still going ahead but has been massively 
condensed. Usually, it’s spread over a few 
weeks in June but because of the pandemic, 
they’ve consolidated it down to less than one 
week in September. It’s going to be pretty 
intense.

Merit

www.merit.co.uk
@WeAreTeamMerit

IN ASSOCIATION WITH:
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Even before lockdown hit the UK on 
March 23, the economic conditions 
had been difficult for some time. 
Against a backdrop of many months 
of Brexit negotiations and updates, 

now we faced yet more challenges for business as 
countless were forced to scale back or shut down 
completely.  

Chancellor Rishi Sunak announced various 
steps and measures which have been taken to 
support and minimise the financial effects of the 
coronavirus on UK businesses, but despite this, 
many will undoubtedly face financial hardship 
and possible collapse.

These are exceptional, unprecedented times 
and we are frequently asked whether it is 
appropriate for a business to continue to collect 
their debts in the ‘normal’ fashion. 

It is likely to be the case that some businesses 
will be unable to repay their debts in full at the 
moment, but it is vital that companies take the 
necessary steps to shield their cash flow, sooner 
rather than later, and businesses should not be 
discouraged from acting as they usually would. 

The global economy has slowed down and 
we may be heading for an economic recession. 
Cases of debt recovery may increase, but sadly 
with that, insolvent debtors will also increase. It 

is vitally important to take the necessary steps to 
get to the front of the queue of creditors. Here are 
some of Sintons’ top tips:

Attempt to resolve any disputes as soon as 
possible: It will save everyone time and money in 
the long run. There is a chance that your debtor 
will still have some reserves to pay you now, 
rather than in a few months.

Demand a written payment plan: Your credit 
control process is important and especially now 
during the current coronavirus situation. Ask 
your debtor to send you a proposal on how they 
intend to pay. 

If you then find yourself in the unfortunate 
position of having to consider using the legal 
route to recover the debt, it helps to have an 
acknowledgment of the debt.  

Stay in touch: Financial developments in the 
past few weeks have been so rapid that the 
creditworthiness of many businesses have 
completely changed. It is therefore important 
that you remain in contact with your debtor, and 
carefully monitor your debtor’s situation on a 
daily or weekly basis. 

Consider demanding additional securities:  
If your debtor is unable to meet its payment 
agreement, it is worth investigating whether they 
can provide you with securities. A guarantee 
from the director or board of directors, or even 
a form of security from a third-party, may be 
possible. 

Force majeure: Your customers may seek to 
rely on a force majeure clause in the contract 
to evade payment. Coronavirus is undoubtedly 
presenting businesses with unique and new 
challenges, however debtors are not able to rely 
on a force majeure clause as a matter of right, and 
it is important that you seek legal advice when 
confronted with this from your customer. 

ADVERTISING FEATURE – LAW
Sintons 

RECOVERING DEBTS AMID THE 
CORONAVIRUS PANDEMIC
Allison Thompson, head of debt recovery at Sintons, shares her top tips for collecting debt during 
unprecedented times 

SINTONS
Contact Allison at 

allison.thompson@sintons.co.uk 

or 0191 226 3719. 

www.sintons.co.uk
@SintonsLaw
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The North East has the second 
highest levels of inactivity in the UK. 
Almost 40 per cent of adults in Tyne 
and Wear, and a third of adults in 
Northumberland are not achieving 

the chief medical officer’s minimum requirements 
of 150 minutes per week of moderate physical 
activity. 

Improving activity levels holds massive 
potential for improving health, happiness and 
economic outcomes for our region and this is 
where Rise – our new strategic organisation 
working with business, local government, the 
health sector, education settings, and the justice 
system, to develop more active communities 
across Northumberland and Tyne and Wear – can 
help. 

We all know that exercise and moving more is 
essential, it makes us feel good. But the benefits 
don’t stop at the physical; being more active 
improves our mood and is proven to help us stay 
focused and be more creative at work. As staff 
productivity is one of the main concerns for many 
employers, it’s clear that encouraging employees 
to be more active and reducing absenteeism is a 
strategy that can pay off.

What many people don’t realise is that towns 
with more walkers and people travelling by bike 
not only have better air quality, they are also 
statistically safer places to be, with less anti-social 
behaviour and arguably, a more profitable retail 
sector.

Rise, launched in July, has been formed by 
a coming together of Tyne and Wear Sport 
and Northumberland Sport, two previously 
independent, experienced Active Partnerships.

We aim to help our strategic partners to achieve 
their desired goals by incorporating physical 
activity into their solutions, and to help create 
a more active approach to life and travel for 
residents in our area.

Working with a broad range of local, regional 

and national partners including six local 
authorities, NHS, Sport England, businesses, 
education settings and the justice system to create 
the conditions for success across a wide range of 
projects, the team at Rise believes that change is 
possible and that a more active population is an 
essential part of the North East’s recovery journey. 

By focusing on reducing physical inactivity in 
communities throughout the combined region 
we can achieve significant, positive, strategic 
outcomes including increased educational 
attainment and reduced absenteeism, improved 
physical and mental health, reduced anti-social 
behaviour, safer and more vibrant communities.

We encourage business leaders and decision-
makers to think differently about the issues 
they are trying to address. They may not have 
considered the role that physical activity can play 
in reaching solutions. Rise can provide guidance, 
information, insight and expertise on how 
physical activity can support their objectives and 
so we encourage them to get in touch with us. 

Together we are greater than the sum of our 
parts.

ADVERTISING FEATURE – HEALTH 
Rise 

GETTING DOWN TO BUSINESS WITH 
A RISE IN ACTIVE LIVING
Research has shown that inactivity is twice as deadly as obesity. At the same time, it costs our 
economy billions, including in sickness absence and healthcare costs. Here, Clare Morley, chief 
executive of strategic partnership Rise, explains how a whole systems approach to tackling 
inactivity is set to transform Northumberland and Tyne and Wear communities

RISE
For more information on Rise 

and achieving socio-economic, 

community and project goals 

through a more active population 

visit: 
www.wearerise.co.uk
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One of the largest college 
groups in the country – which 
includes Sunderland College, 
Hartlepool Sixth Form and 
Northumberland College – is 

launching a virtual professional development 
centre for its 950 staff members across the North 
East. 

Underpinned by a new professional 
development framework, the centre will provide 
a vital resource for accessible and individually 
tailored professional development, which will 
enable its staff to learn and thrive and become 
experts in their field. 

Lynne Henderson, who recently joined 
Education Partnership North East as learning 
and development business partner, explains: 
“Now more than ever it’s important to move to a 
more digital way of working, and our new virtual 
professional development centre will provide staff 
with the tools to tailor professional development 
to their individual requirements. 

“Following consultation with staff, we are 
putting professional development back into the 
hands of the professionals. Staff will be able to 
take ownership of their development needs and 
will be encouraged and supported to embrace new 
technology to excel and achieve their career goals.

“Our people are our most valuable assets 

and allowing staff to engage in new ways of 
professional development will help to grow and 
evolve the college group and ensure our staff 
continue to provide an outstanding learning 
experience to our students.”

The innovative approach will provide blended 
learning opportunities to maximise staff 
engagement and minimise barriers to learning. 
The framework – called Enabling Excellence 
– has been aligned to the values and strategic 
goals of the organisation and is underpinned by 
professional standards for the diverse range of 
professions that are employed throughout the 
college group. 

Enabling Excellence is just one element of 
learning and development provided by the college. 
It works alongside an induction programme, An 
Excellent Start, and mandatory training, Essentials 
for Excellence, to develop highly skilled and 
knowledgeable staff.

Lynne continues: “The professional values of the 
college group are at the heart of our new approach, 
setting clear expectations and supporting staff to 
live our values every day.

“We are changing the mindset of what 
professional development is perceived as: it’s a 
continual process that happens every day that’s 
both formal and informal. It’s not necessarily 
about learning on a training course in a classroom 
environment; it’s about continually learning 
on-the-job, being passionate about learning and 
embracing everyday opportunities to develop and 
grow.”

“We are excited to be investing in the individual 
talents of our people, creating a learner-centred 
approach to staff development and empowering 
staff to be the best they can be.”

The new professional development framework 
will be initially launched to teaching staff across 
the college group in September 2020, with a 
leadership and management framework following 
in 2021, and a framework for support staff in the 
next academic year.

ADVERTISING FEATURE – EDUCATION
Education Partnership North East 

COLLEGE GROUP INVESTING IN 
INNOVATIVE STAFF DEVELOPMENT
Education Partnership North East is supporting its employees to develop their professional skills 
and knowledge in new and innovative ways, to shape the future of the organisation and develop 
the talents of its diverse workforce

EDUCATION PARTNERSHIP 
NORTH EAST 
www.educationpartnershipne.
ac.uk
@EPNorthEast
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COVID-19 has had some profound 
effects on the banking system and 
it’s clear that the fair treatment of 
customers is required more than 
ever. The fallout of the pandemic 

creates an opportunity to change banking culture 
for the better. 

The original deadline for forbearance measures 
such as payment holidays for cards, loans and 
mortgages has already been extended and the only 
clear next step is the wave of debt that will hit many 
in society as payment holidays expire and furlough 
payments dry up. This uncertainty leaves a huge gap 
for innovation and banks should be exploring new 
types of products or services which can help their 
customers through these difficult times.  

But it’s not clear what these should be – 
COVID-19 has had some really interesting 
banking side effects. From those customers who 
have become more prudent with their savings, to 
those who have taken a break from their outgoings 
(without the due need caused by COVID-19), 
through to those who have struggled with daily 
living expenses and, on the opposite extreme, those 
who have been using their cards to facilitate daily 
Amazon deliveries.

Going forward, banks need to continue to 
be supported by the Government to aid those 
customers who have been severely financially 
impacted by the pandemic and help them feel 
empowered to take control of the financial situation 
they find themselves in.

This can be achieved through the movement 
towards financial capability and banks ought to 
become more aware of their customers’ needs to 
ensure they provide the right support towards this 
when needed.  

Access to financial education is an excellent 
preventative measure. Equipping customers with 
the ability to understand the technicalities of 
personal banking and be empowered to make their 
own decisions, would be a true win coming out of 
this pandemic.

Financial capability also goes hand-in-hand with 
financial inclusion and a hot topic coming out of 

lockdown is how society has coped with limited 
access to branches.

The Financial Conduct Authority has been 
careful about urging banks to open their branches – 
the key messaging has been that banks must ensure 
that they continue to follow Government guidance 
to balance the needs of customers with the safety of 
their staff.

They have asked firms to prioritise the most 
vulnerable, reinstating access to cash and most 
importantly communicating alternatives where 
branches aren’t quite safe or ready to open. 
Alternative ways to bank through outlets like the 
Post Office have shown their value over the last few 
months.

Banks will be asking themselves, ‘if customers 
have coped without branches during COVID-19, 
why do they need them at all?’  

Branch closures in the past have been met 
with such emotion from customers. However, the 
global pandemic has forced the hand of so many 
customers into embracing technology – mostly 
through the prohibition of cash in many outlets 
facilitated by the increase in the contactless limit.

Whatever happens with branches, we must be 
mindful of the need to maintain access to cash and 
essential banking services for those who need it, so 
it will be a real balancing act between cost efficiency, 
delivery of services and compliance with laws and 
regulation.

ADVERTISING FEATURE – LAW  
Womble Bond Dickinson

HOW BANKS CAN HELP SUPPORT 
THE MOST VULNERABLE 
By Caroline Stevenson, legal director at law firm Womble Bond Dickinson

WOMBLE BOND DICKINSON
Womble Bond Dickinson’s 

financial services team has 

advised multiple clients on 

implementing the necessary legal 

and regulatory steps to comply 

with the Government’s COVID-19 

measures.

www.womblebonddickinson.
com/uk
@WBD_UK
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We are living in uncertain 
times. To thrive, we need 
exceptional leadership 
and we need to bring 
diverse teams together in 

collaboration. 
Now more than ever we recognise we are not 

looking for the great leader but great leadership. 
Great leadership is characterised by ethical values, 
forming trusted relationships and effectively 
collaborating with others. Great leadership creates 
sustainable organisations navigating through 
uncertainty. 

Organisations that have responded well to the 
crisis caused by the pandemic have combined 
technology with an inclusive and human 
approach. They have innovated to meet the 
changing needs of their clients and employees. 
They have remained aware of their impact 
and contribution to societal needs. They have 
recognised that we are not all in the same boat. 

We are experiencing a shared moment in 
history but the impacts of coronavirus are 
different for every individual. Successful 
organisations stay true to their values and find 
dynamic new ways to respond to the uncertainty. 
Every employee needs to feel included and able to 
contribute.  

Many managers or leaders are feeling 
challenged by the current unprecedented public 
health and economic crisis. Within a few weeks, 
we were thrown into new work practices: social 
distancing, remote working and video calls. The 
most seasoned of leaders may have asked 
themselves ‘am I able to do this?’  

At Newcastle University Business School, 
world-leading researchers consider the challenges 
facing business, society, and the environment. 
They also consider the role of leadership in 
shaping a sustainable future. The current 
pandemic has amplified the emerging trends, from 
digital innovation to leading through ambiguity.

We have combined interdisciplinary themes of 
the Future of Work and Leading on Leadership to 

create Executive Education programmes that help 
today’s leaders navigate these challenging times.  

For these programmes, we are looking to 
recruit the next generation of responsible leaders. 
Leaders play an especially important role today as 
we turn our attention to the recovery of the region 
and consider how best to tackle longstanding 
inequalities of the North East. We are committed 
to supporting individuals who are not afraid to 
challenge the status quo and ask difficult questions 
about what kind of society and economy we want 
to create.

We aim to attract students from all sectors 
whose organisations or role directly addresses 
or contributes to challenging one of the key UN 
Sustainable Development Goals. The diversity 
of our cohort is central to our philosophy of a 
challenging and developmental learning space for 
all our students and to reflect the regional social 
and economic landscape in the North East.

Our programmes will create a community of 
leaders facing diverse challenges with the support 
of academics and thought leaders from policy 
and practice. Learners will bring their real world 
context and create new solutions through critical 
thinking, reflective practice and stimulating 
dialogue. The programmes will build resilience 
and confidence for both the leaders and their 
organisation as they navigate into the future.

Now open for applications for our first cohorts 
to start in October 2020, our new part-time 
Executive MBA and Strategic Leadership MSc 
programmes are designed specifically for leaders 
to study while working, with a three-day study 
block each month. Both programmes are available 
through a Degree Apprenticeship route which 
allows both large levy-paying organisations, and 
now SMEs access to Government funding towards 
course fees. We also have scholarships available to 
support students from the North East whose work 
reflects the UN Sustainable Development Goals, 
particularly inclusivity and social justice. Our 
third programme,  Coaching and Mentoring MSc 
will start in September 2021.

ADVERTISING FEATURE – EDUCATION
Newcastle University

SHAPING THE FUTURE OF 
LEADERSHIP IN THE NORTH EAST 
Newcastle University Business School has launched new Executive Education leadership 
programmes to build effective skills in those navigating our region’s economic recovery. Dr 
Joanne James explains more

NEWCASTLE UNIVERSITY 
BUSINESS SCHOOL 
Photo: Dr Joanne James, director 

of executive education and 

Organisation Futures, and the 

academic team.

For more information on 

Newcastle University Business 

School’s new Executive Education 

programmes, visit go.ncl.ac.uk/
executiveeducation
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NEWS Business Support

CITYLIFE BUSINESS 
SUPPORT LAUNCHES 
TO HELP SMES 
FIND NEW WAYS TO 
THRIVE

NORTH EAST AGENCY 
LAUNCHES MENTAL HEALTH 
SUPPORT HUB

MUCKLE LLP LAUNCH NEW LEGAL PODCAST FOCUSED ON 
NORTH EAST BUSINESS ISSUES

Newcastle City Council and the North of Tyne 

Combined Authority have co-funded a new 

service that will support SMEs to recover from 

the impact of coronavirus and safeguard jobs.

Citylife Business Support is one of six 

projects to be funded through the £1.5 million 

Capacity Fund.

Newcastle City Council has developed a 

package of free support by extending and 

bringing together services and expertise from 

across the city.

Delivery partners include the Business 

and IP Centre Newcastle (BIPC) and 

NewcastleGateshead Initiative (NGI) who are 

working to support more than 450 businesses 

and safeguard more than 700 jobs.

North East research and marketing agency, MMC, has launched 

a new business support hub in response to its survey exploring 

business owners’ mental health during lockdown.

MMC’s founder and owner Natasha McDonough launched 

the survey, supported by the North East England Chamber of 

Commerce and NECS. 

In response, MMC has committed to creating a hub of useful 

content, helplines and a programme of activities, which have been 

scheduled to specifically address the findings.

A new podcast to help organisations with topical legal and business 

advice has been launched by law firm Muckle LLP.

The Legal Spectrum is a podcast series with a legal twist, where 

listeners can join specialist lawyers and guest business leaders for 

Q&As and conversation across a range of themes.

Jason Wainwright, Muckle LLP managing partner, said: “These 

podcasts cover the full spectrum of commercial law and we’re 

inviting business leaders to join us in the conversations to make 

sure we explore the issues that matter to businesses right now.”
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COVID-19 has caused a lot of 

uncertainty in workplaces across 

the region and at Acas, we have 

seen a record increase in helpline calls 

from employers and employees wanting 

advice on how to handle changes to their 

work situation. They have called us asking 

for help about redundancies, sick pay, 

holidays, working at home, how to save 

their business and looking after children 

or those who need care. 

We have been regularly updating 

our advice as the Government has 

announced changes and we've developed 

furlough template letters for employers 

and guidance to support employees to 

transition to working from home. We 

also developed new COVID-19 mental 

health advice that helps managers to 

support their staff during these uncertain 

times. We advised employers on what 

the law says about sick pay and advice 

on managing employees who were self-

isolating.

Acas also developed free-to-attend 

webinars for employers, which provided 

practical advice for employers to help 

manage the impact of coronavirus in 

the workplace. They included advice on 

effective ways of communicating and 

managing employees remotely; time off 

and pay; how to alter working hours or 

close businesses temporarily. We also 

introduced a live Twitter Q&A session 

every Friday.

It has been a very busy time for us 

during lockdown and I'm proud of how 

our staff have met these new demands. 

The new flexible furlough scheme has 

started and businesses have either 

started to return to work or still need to 

and we have best practice guidance on 

how it should be done.

Acas' advice is for employers and their 

staff to have early discussions about 

any plans to return to work and try to 

come to an agreement. These talks can 

take place with trade union or employee 

representatives and health and safety 

representatives but all staff should be 

kept informed of plans and be able to 

feed into discussions. It is a good idea to 

talk about:

•  When staff might return to the 

workplace

• How staff will travel to and from work

•  How health and safety is being reviewed 

and managed, including sharing the 

latest risk assessment

•  Any planned adjustments to the 

workplace, for example additional 

handwashing facilities, staggering start 

and finish times to avoid overcrowding 

or floor markings to help people keep 

one or two metres apart.

•  If there might be a phased return of 

the workforce, for example, some staff 

returning before others

Wherever possible, employers should 

speak to staff before making a decision 

or putting plans in writing. This can help 

staff understand and feel included in 

decisions.

Acas senior advisers are still on hand to 

provide advice and training albeit very 

differently at the moment. All our advice 

and training is being conducted remotely 

via Skype, Microsoft Teams and Zoom.

ADVERTISING FEATURE Acas

Acas North East area director Alex Peel explains the challenges organisations have faced and how 
they can transition out of lockdown

LIFE AFTER LOCKDOWN

ACAS 
www.acas.org.uk/coronavirus
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How has CBI North East adapted its 

operations in lockdown?

Because CBI is an SME, we were 

able to pivot quickly to a new digital 

model. When so much of what you’re 

delivering is around intelligence and 

influence, access to colleagues and 

member organisations is essential. It’s 

been more challenging to do that online 

but we’ve made it work. The North East 

team has checked in every morning and 

evening – we’re a sociable bunch! – and 

we’ve brought in national colleagues to 

discuss specific topics. 

In terms of our North East members, 

we’ve held video conferences each week 

to ask businesses how they are coping, 

triage their problems and discuss key 

issues such as corporate reputation, 

PPE, social distancing, etc, while also 

gathering sector analysis. CBI has also 

been running a national webinar series 

every day at 10am where businesses can 

access information and learn from each 

other. 

Have you found that your discussions with 

members have changed from the initial 

lockdown period to where we are now?

The tectonic shift of lockdown was 

brutal and through March and April 

businesses were in critical response 

mode. People supported the ‘health 

first’ approach and, while this is still very 

much a priority, warding against the 

bigger economic shock is much more on 

people’s minds now. 

A common question for businesses is how 

they adapt to the ‘new normal’. What 

is your interpretation of what the ‘new 

normal’ is – and is it static or still evolving?

Until there’s a vaccine, I don’t think we’ll 

be at that finite point. It’s going to be 

fluid. What future working practices look 

like and what they mean for North East 

businesses will depend on what sector 

you’re in and your working environment. 

In the short term, a lot of people have 

experienced changes in their physical 

work environments and greater tech 

adoption. This ‘new normal’ may adapt 

as the science changes but I don’t think 

things will go back to what they were. 

Businesses will use this as a platform to 

move forward. 

There may also be larger scale shifts 

in terms of diversity, inclusivity and 

productivity. And employee well-being 

has certainly been pushed higher up the 

agenda.

Can you elaborate on how the pandemic 

may affect diversity, inclusivity and 

productivity? 

The shift to more home working and 

flexibility may create a more productive 

workforce because it could open up the 

jobs market to people with disabilities 

and people with caring responsibilities 

– where the ‘nine-to-five’ isn’t an option 

for them. Businesses could tap into a far 

greater talent pool by accepting a more 

blended way of working. 

What about the impact on employee well-

being?

We are more aware of our communities 

and our interdependency on each other 

than before. We’ve had to understand 

the nuances of individuals better and 

accept that no one size fits all.

Fundamentally, companies need to 

be kind and have more understanding 

of employees’ pressures. Corporate 

reputations are being revealed, not 

created during this pandemic. Having 

an inclusive culture has helped people 

feel supported and that they’re in this 

together.

Kindness is a leadership trait that’s 

totally underrated or often ignored but 

I’ve seen it in spades in recent months. 

It can make so much difference when 

you’re going through tough times. 

Do you think there will be any other 

positives for North East businesses to 

come out of the pandemic?

The pandemic has enabled more 

people to appreciate what’s on our their 

doorstep and support local businesses. I 

think that’s something we need to build 

on so that we can better showcase our 

strengths to the world. CBI North East 

INTERVIEW Sarah Glendinning

As a regional director of the Confederation of British Industry (CBI), Sarah Glendinning has been 
speaking to her North East and national colleagues, and local companies and organisations to 
provide support and gather information on what the coronavirus pandemic means for business. 
Here, she reflects on the ‘new normal’ and why, despite the uncertainty, there are still positives to 
be drawn for the North East 

RESPONSIBLE RECOVERY 
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CONFEDERATION OF BRITISH INDUSTRY
www.cbi.org.uk

@CBINorth

on topic: Business Support

was also delighted to be invited to be part 

of the North East LEP’s COVID-19 Economic 

Response Group. In discussing a plan for the 

region, we recognise that, while we must 

accept that this has been an awful situation, 

we must be ambitious in our recovery and 

‘build back better’. 

What about Brexit? Are businesses beginning to 

talk about this again?

Brexit is back on CBI’s agenda but for quite 

a lot of businesses, they’re not ready to think 

about that yet. Some were able to survive 

lockdown by using their contingency plans 

and their stockpiled cash reserves they’d built 

up for Brexit, but it’s still on the horizon. CBI 

will be working to help our businesses be 

prepared as much as possible for what lies 

ahead. 

What are CBI North East’s priorities for the rest 

of the year?

The priority for me, personally, is to make 

sure that the team continues to support 

local businesses. We must ensure they have 

the information they need to make the right 

decisions at the right time. It’ll be about 

adapting to whatever lies ahead of us. We 

don’t have all the answers at the moment but 

we’re committed to supporting our members, 

making sure we’re gathering the intelligence 

and the insights – feeding this back to 

Government – and helping businesses deal 

with their changing circumstances.
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When lockdown measures came into place in late March, 

Gateshead College quickly switched to online teaching 

to ensure student learning and support to businesses 

remained unaffected. 

Consequently, the college has seen its digital learning and 

apprenticeship provision continue at pace during lockdown, 

supporting businesses on their digital transformation journeys. 

A key focus of this has been working closely with firms to 

develop and start digital apprenticeships that are tailored to their 

current and future needs. 

Assistant principal Deni Chambers says: “At Gateshead 

College, we were already prepared to deliver a virtual learning 

environment and that’s what we’ve done and continue to do as 

face-to-face teaching is still limited. Throughout lockdown, we 

have supported the future workforce in highly technical and 

skilled job roles including data analysts, software engineers and 

digital marketing content producers.”

“While GCSE and A Level exams have been cancelled this 

summer, through the use of remote moderation technology, our 

apprentices have been able to continue to sit both their regular 

module exams and their final assessments at home.”

The health crisis has shone a light on the importance of 

businesses to ensure their workforces are digitally adept and 

nimble. 

“Digital skills truly are taking centre stage and over the last 

few months we’ve been working with some big-name employers 

including Sage, Accenture and Home Group, Deni continues. “It’s 

not just about an off-the-shelf training programme either. We 

work diligently with employers, codesigning apprenticeships that 

meet the workforce development challenges a business is facing, 

personalising each course so that it teaches the skills needed.”

Interest in Gateshead College’s digital-based apprenticeships 

has continued to rise over the last three years and the college 

currently offers around 40 digital training courses.

The college has also created three new bespoke 

apprenticeships, which businesses are already benefiting from. 

Sage, for example, approached the college for support with a 

very specific job role that resulted in the creation of a highly 

tailored software testing apprenticeship. The first apprentice 

started with the college at the height of lockdown and when their 

training is complete, they will be a fully qualified software tester.

The college also started working with Durham-based Atom 

Bank, the UK’s first app-based bank during lockdown, to develop 

specific apprenticeships for roles including a DevOps engineer 

and an iOS developer. Additionally, the college is also delivering 

bespoke apprenticeship programmes for the bank for an internal 

auditor and a finance apprentice. 

Jade Holliday, internal recruitment lead at Atom Bank, says: 

“The college team have worked efficiently and effectively during 

lockdown to ensure we understand the full process surrounding 

apprenticeships within our organisation.”

“They’re happy to help and support at all stages and are even 

managing our recruitment process for both our DevOps and 

iOS Developer apprenticeships, which is a huge support in the 

current climate. We’re looking forward to building the working 

relationship and bring in further apprenticeships through 

Gateshead College in the future.”

ADVERTISING FEATURE Gateshead College

One of the North East’s leading colleges has continued to support businesses and apprentices 
in the development of digital skills as the COVID-19 lockdown confirmed their importance in the 
workplace

COVID-19 ACCELERATES GROWTH IN THE 
REGION’S DIGITAL SKILLS  

GATESHEAD COLLEGE
Photo: Apprentice Michael Hastings from Sage UK during a remote learning 

session with his teacher Dean Lewis at Gateshead College.

For more information about Gateshead College’s digital apprenticeships 

and to discuss training programmes specifically tailored to your business 

needs, please contact: employers@gateshead.ac.uk 

www.gateshead.ac.uk 
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INTERVIEW – Rebecca Ball

The arts and cultures are part of the recovery from the coronavirus crisis, not an optional extra. The work of artists, writers 
and musicians during this time will help us heal and come to terms with our collective trauma. Richard Dawson speaks 

to Sunderland Culture’s Rebecca Ball, an optimist by nature, about how the city’s flourishing creative ecology will endure 
despite the odds 

BACK TO THE DRAWING BOARD?

“I 
think the creative sector across the 
North East will find a way through 
this, will find new ways of doing 
things, and will adapt to changing 
circumstances,” Rebecca Ball, 

creative director at Sunderland Culture says of the 
current coronavirus pandemic.

Is she right? It’s one of the most urgent questions 
for the region’s arts and cultures – will the sector find 
a way to reinvent itself or will much of the cultural 
capital that has been building over recent years ebb 
away in the aftermath of a historic economic crisis? 

In many ways, that is the challenge for us all. 
Will we figure out how to do things differently as 
individuals, businesses and communities or will we 
have to go back to the drawing board and abandon 
the progress we have made?

There are good reasons to be optimistic and, as 
Rebecca says, “you have to be optimistic, don’t you?”

For the creative sector, hope comes in the form 
of a £1.57 billion Government rescue package 
announced on July 5 to protect Britain’s ‘world 
class’ theatres, heritage sites, museums, arts centres, 
cinemas and concert halls.  

Rebecca says: “It’s excellent news that the 
Government has decided to make such a significant 
investment in the cultural sector. 

“It’s a real vote of confidence and I hope it will 
contribute to ensuring artists, creative organisations 
and venues in Sunderland are able to fully recover 
from the challenges they have faced due to the 
COVID-19 crisis.” 

Sunderland’s cultural regeneration is one of its 
biggest success stories in recent years. 

Although the city was ultimately unsuccessful 
in its 2021 UK City of Culture bid, the work that 
was put in during that process has enabled new 
partnerships to crystallise and leveraged in lots of 
cultural investment. 

Rebecca Ball worked on the 2021 bid and is now 
creative lead of the organisation that sprang up 
alongside it. 

Sunderland Culture manages National Glass 
Centre, Northern Gallery for Contemporary Art, 
Sunderland Museum and Winter Gardens, The Fire 
Station and Arts Centre Washington as well as a city-
wide programme of activities and events. 

It’s an organisation that was founded to bring 
together cultural assets and realise the city’s creative 
potential. 

That mission took a big hit back in March when 
Sunderland’s cultural assets, along with all other 
venues across the UK, were ordered to close, with 
performances and exhibitions months in the making 
cancelled at a stroke. 

Rebecca describes the financial impact of the 
closures as “significant” but is confident that 
recovery is possible, particularly now that museums 
and galleries are allowed to reopen.  

In the three months between March 18 and July 
4 when the venues were fully closed, Sunderland 
Culture adapted to delivering some of its programme 
digitally. A lot of exhibition content, community 
resources and creative projects are now available 
online as a result. 

That being said, Rebecca was keen to get the 
venues reopened as soon as it was safe to do so. 
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SUNDERLAND CULTURE
www.sunderlandculture.org.uk
@SundCulture

She says: “I think we’ve been able to reach a lot 
of people digitally, but there’s something about 
bringing people together in a space. 

“That opportunity for people to go and see an 
exhibition or a theatre performance or a concert 
is really special and fundamental to what we do.”

At the time of publication, plans are still being 
confirmed for the full reopening of all five venues, 
with a phased approach currently underway. 

The team at Sunderland Culture have been 
collecting photographs of people’s experiences 
throughout the pandemic to try to capture and 
document how the world is changing. They 
are also thinking about what kind of creative 
responses there will be to the crisis and how these 
will change over time. 

It’s Rebecca’s view that coronavirus will shape 
our culture for years to come. 

She says: “I think any seismic change inspires 
people to look at the world differently.

“Times like this can be inspiring for artists 
and creatives and writers and all of us. What’s 
important is that there are opportunities for the 
work that’s created to be shown and heard. 

“It’s also true that the work being created now, 
immediately, as this crisis is happening, will be 
very different to the work we create about it in 
four or five years when we look back.

“This is going to be part of our culture for a 
long time.” 

Before the pandemic hit, Sunderland’s cultural 
landscape was changing for the better. 

Following the City of Culture bid in 2017, 
Wearside welcomed the Tall Ships race and 1.2 
million visitors in 2018, before beating national 
competition to bring a Leonardo da Vinci 
exhibition to the city last year. 

Sunderland Museum also recently won North 
East Tourist Attraction of the Year at the North 
East Tourism Awards. 

The real change, though, is the number of new 
creative businesses and independents that have 
sprung up in recent years and which are run by 
local artists and musicians. 

Pop Recs Ltd, for example, is an independent 
record store, cafe and venue set up by one of 
Sunderland’s best known bands – Frankie & The 
Heartstrings. It’s a real creative hub on the edge of 
the city centre. 

Meanwhile, another local band, Lilliput, 
owns one of Sunderland’s first speciality coffee 
shops, Holmeside Coffee, which is now based in 

Sunderland Museum.
Mexico 70, an independent business dedicated 

to tacos, tunes and tequila, was also set up by 
Sunderland musician and producer Neil Bassett. 

These ventures, and the many others like them, 
have grown organically out of the city’s creative 
community and are to be celebrated because they 
give Sunderland a kind of grassroots cultural 
capital that it hasn’t had before and because they 
inspire others of what is possible. 

Rebecca says: “There have always been things 
in the cultural life of the city that people love but 
I think, increasingly, our cultural reputation is 
growing. 

“There are some brilliant small creative 
companies in the city and it feels like there’s a 
kind of energy and momentum behind us now. 

“We have 600 creative graduates coming out 
of the city’s university every year and we’re keen 
to encourage those who want to stay and set up 
their own business locally to do so. 

“Having so many brilliant creative businesses 
in the city already provides role models and 
inspiration to help us do this.”   

While Sunderland’s flourishing creative 
ecology is something the city can be proud of, it 
is by no means secure in the age of coronavirus. 

Rebecca explains: “If the predictions about the 
scale of the economic downturn are correct, then 
we are going to be facing a tough few years and 
there is a risk that the arts get seen as a kind of 
optional extra. 

“I think it then becomes about us all showing 
that it’s not a nice to have, it’s really important to 
people’s lives and it’s part of the recovery.” 

From the independent artists, freelancers and 
creative businesses who produce the work to the 
large cultural venues that exhibit it, everyone is 
bracing themselves for the challenges ahead. 

For Sunderland Culture, the crucial test will be 
whether it can safeguard what is now something 
of a cultural café society in a city that has never 
had one before.

Rebecca concludes: “This is not going to be 
over by the end of the month. I think building 
back public confidence and returning to a sense 
of normality is going to take a long time. 

“But the arts and creativity is going to be 
one of the things that help us out of this, helps 
us get better, helps the economy recover and 
helps young people refine their ambition and 
direction.”

INTERVIEW – Rebecca Ball
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SPORT – Newcastle United Foundation

Inside St James’ Park, the home of Newcastle United, and its official charity arm – Newcastle United Foundation – things 
are getting back to normal, or at least, the ‘new normal’. With the 2019/20 Premier League season sewn up, the club is 

preparing for its next top-flight campaign. Meanwhile, the foundation is focusing on the future with staff hard at work in 
the city’s communities, ensuring this generation will not be left behind without the employment, education or training to 

realise their potential

NEWCASTLE UNITED 
FOUNDATION:

TACKLING THE PANDEMIC 

I
n any given year, Newcastle United 
Foundation will support more than 66,000 
people – from disadvantaged children and 
unemployed young adults, to vulnerable 
elderly individuals and disabled teenagers 

with a passion for football.
The charity operates with more than 100 full-

time team members and another 63 sessional staff, 
serving in schools, sports facilities and businesses 
from Berwick to County Durham. But since the 
spring, things have been a little different.

A galvanised workforce saw colleagues deliver 
beyond their regular programme of community 
work, health and wellbeing campaigns, learning 
and skills projects and football development 
courses.

Newcastle United Foundation worked with its 
partners to deliver food parcels in Byker, created 
mental wellbeing materials for Newcastle’s NHS 
employees, began regularly telephoning elderly 
participants to combat isolation loneliness and 
led PE lessons in schools for the children of key 
workers. Since March, these relief efforts have 
already touched more than 14,500 people and it is 
clear so many more will need guidance to navigate 
their new normal. 

With such an uncertain future ahead, the 
foundation has been pushing hard to sustain its 
mission to inspire and equip young men and 
women to find employment. According to a recent 
report published by the Resolution Foundation, 
there were 750,000 young adults in the UK not 
in education, employment or training (NEET) 
pre-lockdown. The report predicts that a further 
600,000 could find themselves without work in a 
post-COVID world.

In the North of Tyne area, unemployment 
is particularly high among young people at 
more than double the national average for 16 
to 19-year-olds. With the economic downturn 
from COVID-19 starting to be felt nationwide, 
the North of Tyne is likely to remain one of the 
hardest hit areas of the UK.

However, as a key player in promoting 
inclusion, employability and education, Newcastle 
United Foundation aims to play a prominent role 
in tackling youth unemployment, as it continues 
to bring together young people with employers, 
narrowing inequalities, and ensuring that young 
people have a stake in the region’s future. 

The foundation ordinarily engages NEET 18 to 
29-year-olds by inviting them to St James’ Park for 
one-to-one support with a dedicated employability 
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coach or regular engagement and integration 
into wider interventions. Foundation staff also 
speak to jobseekers at networking events and fairs 
and regularly offer support to participants at the 
foundation’s Street Football sessions.

A growing North East-wide network of more 
than 150 businesses across a range of sectors 
are now involved with the charity. They work in 
partnership with the foundation to inspire young 
candidates lacking confidence or social skills into 
their industry through work placement schemes, 
mock interview sessions, inspirational talks and 
site visits.

Since 2016, the foundation has worked with 
500 NEET young people, with more than half 
securing a job outcome or apprenticeship. And, 
despite interruptions to site visits or jobs fairs, the 
foundation’s employability team have continued to 
engage participants digitally to ensure that young 
people who may be among the most vulnerable to 
the isolating effects of lockdown still have access 
to opportunities within education, training or the 
world of work. During this time, foundation staff 
were proud to have helped guide seven men and 
women into employment.

Tyla Anderson, Kayleigh Archbold, Jack 
Carter, Liam Hession, Charlotte Hutchinson and 
Joe Peterson have been offered a range of full, 
part-time and temporary positions and are now 
proudly working in the NHS and retail sectors. 
Kayleigh and Tyla are employed as NHS contact 
centre and admin staff while Liam is working with 
Morrisons supermarket and Charlotte with the 
Co-op.

David Phillipson, from West Denton, began 
his journey into employment with the foundation 
last year, starting to build skills and his CV with a 

work experience placement at B&M. He impressed 
so much during his trial that he was offered a 
permanent contract immediately.

The 22-year-old says: “Being a key worker 
during the pandemic has been a really important 
experience for me personally and for my career. 
It has been a challenging time for everyone and 
especially people like me who might not have had 
steady work to rely on without the workshops and 
sessions I attended with the foundation.

“The team didn’t stop supporting me when I 
starting working last year – I’m still in contact 
with everyone who helped me and they gave me 
the confidence to get my career going with my first 
job.” 

The foundation’s business network is always 
included in the conversation and Kris Avery, 
store manager at SuperDry in Gateshead’s intu 
Metrocentre is one of the employers helping the 
next generation by joining Zoom calls to teenagers 
and young adults with the charity.

“Being able to join a session with the foundation 
about getting young people into work during such 
a confusing time was incredible,” he says.

“It allowed us to talk about how we are using 
our time to better ourselves and not just sit and 
wait for things to be handed to us. The guys on 
the course are the embodiment of that and it 
was brilliant to hear the many things they were 
doing to stay focused on their goal of gaining 
employment.”

Overseeing the foundation’s vision for the 
future is Steve Beharall, who was officially 
appointed as the charity’s head in February. With 
more than 20 years’ of experience in football and 
sports development, Steve has worked from the 
grassroots up. 

He says: “Prior to the pandemic, we had spent 
12 months preparing our 2020/23 Business 
Plan, which presents us with an exciting period, 
including the creation of our capital project.

“I am conscious that we will need to respond 
to the needs of our community however, 
and fortunately, we have a vast portfolio of 
programmes and a proven track record in 
delivering community interventions that have a 
real, lasting impact

“An exciting addition to that will be our NU 
Futures department, which will scale over the 
coming years to support communities into 
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work, providing career advice, mentoring 
and support-led by our inspirational project 
officers, community coaches and programme 
coordinators.”

Last month, Newcastle United Foundation also 
had its planning application approved to build a 
state-of-the-art community hub for education, 
sports and wellbeing on the former site of Murray 
House community centre in Newcastle’s West End, 
which will also deliver the ambitious NU Futures 
scheme.

The move to a new, dedicated home has been a 
long-term project for the charity, which has been 
based in St. James’ Park since its inception 12 years 
ago.

Award-winning Newcastle-based Ryder 
Architecture designed the hub, which will 
incorporate a 4G rooftop pitch offering views of 
St. James’ Park, innovative classrooms, a high-tech 
digital hub, a four-court sports hall, a smart fitness 
suite with accessible changing areas, event and 
meeting spaces and open-plan offices.

Ryder was appointed to produce detailed 
proposals for the build after the foundation 
received a £2.6 million investment from the 
North of Tyne Combined Authority (NTCA) to 
transform the way that young people move from 
education into the world of work, via NU Futures.

Construction is expected to get underway in 
Autumn 2020, with doors opening to the public 
a year later when children, families, retirees, 
schools, community groups and businesses can 
use the innovative space, which will be situated 
next to Newcastle Helix, the landmark 24-acre 
hybrid city quarter in the centre of Newcastle for 
international tech and science businesses and 
residents.

Much like the Helix, the NU Futures project 
will support the creation of new jobs and help 
overcome skills shortages. Happily, the North 
of Tyne economy is changing, with a growing 
demand for a higher skilled workforce; between 
2009 and 2015, employment growth in North of 
Tyne was greater than both the wider North East 
region and the national average. 

NTCA and Newcastle United Foundation are 
primarily investing in some 12,000 young people 
currently in education, aged 11 to 16, as well 
as NEET young adults aged 16 to 25, to ensure 
they are equipped to gain employment leading to 

fulfilling careers.
Digital, financial and professional business 

services, as well as STEM occupations, will be 
at the heart of the NU Futures programme, 
preparing the next generation of high-skilled 
workers in the North East.

Steve adds: “It might be surprising that our 
participants and staff work closely with employers 
in the scientific and banking sectors, as well as the 
emergency services and construction industry, to 
name a few.

“We are always interested in connecting with 
businesses across the North East – no matter 
their industry, we enjoy a number of innovative 
relationships with like-minded organisations.

“We want to grow our employer network to 
over 240 by next year to ensure we continue to 
support disadvantaged young people to gain 
employment.”

As we all move into a post-pandemic recovery 
phase and the new normal, the foundation will 
continue to work with the public and private 
sectors to unlock the talent of every individual, 
giving young people the confidence and skills to 
thrive in the future.

NEWCASTLE UNITED 
FOUNDATION
Businesses with an interest 
in supporting the foundation 
or finding out more about 
engaging young adults in 
your industry can email 
foundation@nufc.co.uk
www.nufoundation.org.uk

SPORT – Newcastle United Foundation
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W
hat do you consider to 
be the greatest feat in 
business and why? 
I have had the pleasure 
of working with some 

brilliant businesses throughout my career and 
it’s incredibly difficult to pick just one. I am 
consistently impressed with the entrepreneurs I’ve 
met were brave enough to start. To believe in an 
idea enough to be able to leave a job, invest your 
savings and risk failure can be incredibly scary and 
should always be commended.

What is the greatest physical feat you’ve 
witnessed by an individual and why?
While in COVID-19 lockdown, I was blown 
away by the story of Sir Captain Tom Moore 
and his fundraising work for the NHS. Having 
lived what sounds like an incredible life, serving 
in the Second World War and later running his 
own business, to have raised over £30 million for 
charity at the age of 99 is amazing.

What about by a group or team?
As a huge Newcastle United fan I’ve not seen 
as many impressive feats as I would have liked, 
but thankfully there have been a few. The most 
enjoyable was probably the four-all draw with 
Arsenal. Newcastle was losing four-nill at half-
time and so it was just fantastic to watch us score 
four goals in 20 minutes and produce one of the 
greatest comebacks in Premier League history. 

Which demonstration of intelligence/mental 
strength has most impressed you?
I am incredibly lucky to be able to work with some 
very intelligent people on a daily basis. I’ve had 
the pleasure of seeing clients, colleagues, lawyers, 
bankers and accountants come up with brilliant 
solutions to complex problems, innovate under 
challenging situations and pull off some genuinely 
brilliant things. I think we have some great minds 
in the North East business community and they’ll 
be needed more than ever in the difficult post-
lockdown months ahead.

Which act of generosity has inspired you the 
most and why? 
I’m a very proud trustee and co-founder of the 
charity CEO Sleepout, a charity that’s working 
hard to help fight poverty and homelessness in 
the UK. Since forming the charity in 2014, we’ve 
helped raise approximately £2.7 million and I’ve 
witnessed some amazingly generous acts. The 
work and dedication of the founder and chair 
of the charity, Andy Preston, is fantastic. Andy’s 
philanthropic work and commitment to giving 
back to the region is incredibly inspiring.

GREATEST FEATS

INTERVIEW – Abu Ali

ABU ALI
a.ali@wacf.co.uk
linkedin.com/company/
williamsalicorporatefinance

Abu Ali, partner at Williams Ali Corporate Finance, shares the acts he’s been most inspired by 
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BUILDING 
THE FUTURE

In direct response to the Prime Minister’s announcement that the solution to the UK’s 
economic recovery is to “build, build, build”, North East Times will be producing its annual 
Building the Future issue in September to explore how this strategy affects the built 
environment sector in the North East.

The special issue will build on past Building the 
Future editions and showcase regional individuals and 
organisations that are making an impact regionally, 
nationally and internationally within construction, 
architecture, design and engineering – while also 
acknowledging the challenges the pandemic has 
brought.

Among the topics we will be investigating are: 

•  The impact of coronavirus on the built environment 
sector, and efforts to mitigate the drop in activity.

• Regional strengths and challenges within the sector.
•  Current and future infrastructure projects in the North 

East.
•  Opportunities and possible pitfalls to the 

Government’s funding, policy changes and new 
initiatives.

•  How factors such as skills, innovation and tech have 
been impacted as a result of the pandemic.

•  The short- and long-term outlook for the region’s built 
environment sector.

North East Times is a monthly publication that combines 
quality independent business and lifestyle interviews 
and articles with engaging advertising platforms 
for entrepreneurs, SMEs and larger companies and 
organisations to communicate their news and key 

business messages across the North East, and beyond

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

Like all businesses and organisations across the region, 
the UK and the world, North East Times has adapted its 
output in light of the COVID-19 outbreak to ensure we 
can continue to serve our readers, advertisers and the 
wider North East business community. 

We are currently offering free home deliveries to those 
who request the service in response to the increase in 
remote working.

We have also invested more resource than ever in digital, 
including our website, social media and e-marketing 
channels, to maintain our engagement with a region-
wide network, and to inform, support and advise our 
readers and advertisers.

Tailored recovery packages have been developed to 
help you share your businesses stories with us via our 
digital and print platforms in the period following these 
challenging months.

For further information on these opportunities, please contact – 
Rachael Laschke - rachael@netimesmagazine.co.uk

Matt Pacey - matt@netimesmagazine.co.uk

S E P T E M B E R  2 0 2 0
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