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EDITOR’S WORD 
Welcome

In a year of upheaval, the past few weeks 
have been particularly turbulent with the 
Government imposing tighter COVID-19 
restrictions in many areas of the North East 
amid rapidly rising cases. Those who thought 

the worst of the pandemic was behind us are now 
realising this is not the case – as a looming second 
wave begins to take hold and, with it, renewed 
anxiety about people's health and livelihoods. As a 
business community, the road to recovery continues 
to be filled with potholes and, at North East Times, 
we endeavour to support local businesses and 
organisations in any way we can. 

This month, we look to celebrate one of the 
region's strongest sectors – professional services. 
Our cover star is former lawyer, Lucy Winskell, who 
was recently appointed to one of the most high-
profile non-executive roles in the region – chair 
of the North East Local Enterprise Partnership. 
Taking up the reins at this time promises to present 

a unique set of challenges and Lucy will have to 
draw on all her experience of economic growth and 
regeneration – but was full of fighting talk when she 
spoke to me a few weeks into her tenure.

We also speak to Paul Drake about his incredible 
career from a man in charge of removing the 
entrails from prawns to a man in charge of 
a successful tech company, while Charlotte 
McMurchie shares how Muckle LLP’s commitment 
to its culture and employee wellbeing translated into 
the virtual realm during lockdown. 

This issue also looks at whether the stock markets 
are overheating, and whether tax rises are inevitable 
to pay for the ever-increasing mountain of public 
debt. 

Special thanks go to everyone who contributed to 
this issue – and to our partners and advertisers who 
continue to support us and enable North East Times 
to share inspiring news, views and profiles.

I hope 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: chloe@netimesmagazine.co.uk

STRATEGIC PARTNER:

Welcome to October issue 
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NEWS
Bulletin

Chancellor Rishi Sunak has launched a new stimulus 
package to support businesses and jobs at risk due to 
the coronavirus pandemic. 

A 'Jobs Support Scheme' will replace the furlough 
scheme on October 31, alongside an extension of 

grants for the self-employed, state-backed loans for businesses and 
a 'Pay as you Grow' option allowing those who borrowed under the 
Bounce Back Loan Scheme to repay over a ten-year period. 

The Winter Economy Plan also extended the 15 per cent VAT cut 
for hospitality and tourism businesses from January 12 to March 31 
2021. 

A new VAT deferral policy will also allow COVID-hit companies 
to delay VAT due for the period March to June 2020 and spread it 
over the financial year 2021/22. 

Mr Sunak unveiled the new measures amid growing concern over 

the scale of the unemployment crisis expected to hit the UK by the 
end of this year. 

Jonathan Walker, director of policy at the North East England 
Chamber of Commerce, said: "With the furlough scheme due to end 
next month it was clear we needed further measures to prevent a 
huge spike in unemployment.

"However, we are concerned the measures announced won't go far 
enough for many jobs that are vulnerable and impacted by ongoing 
public health restrictions."

Pete Watson, CEO of Atlas Cloud, added: "The new Jobs Support 
Scheme is very welcome for enabling businesses and employees to 
keep people in work on shorter hours.

"However, I do have concerns over the cost and concerns about 
how many of these jobs will still be viable after those six months have 
elapsed."

ECONOMY

Sunak announces spending 
plan for winter

BULLETIN

BUSINESS 

Bank of England Governor speaks to 
North East business leaders
The boss of the UK's central bank gave a keynote speech to local 
business leaders at an online event organised by the North East 
England Chamber of Commerce.  

Andrew Bailey, Governor of the Bank of England, spoke about the 
challenges facing the UK economy due to COVID-19. 

He said: "There will be an uneven economic recovery due to the 
impact of things like social distancing on specific sectors. 

"Retail sales, for example, are not far off their normal trading 
position but there is a different mix with less social consumption 
and more sales in areas such as DIY. 

"Patterns of consumption have changed and the return of 
COVID-19 and the measures taken in response will also affect the 
recovery.

"We do expect to see Q3 GDP 7-10 per cent lower than last year 

so that is a big downturn and we there are hard yards ahead." 
At present, Mr Bailey believes there are downside risks in a 

number of areas, notably coronavirus but also the UK/EU trade 
agreement and other world events such as US/China trade relations. 

Jobs Support Scheme to cover 22 per cent of 
wages for six months
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ENGINEERING

Talent drive
Cleveland Bridge UK has launched a talent 
development programme that will support 
national growth plans. The historic bridge builder 
has signed up 47 employees to the scheme.  
Chris Droogan, Cleveland Bridge UK managing 
director, said: "Skills development and career 
advancement are essential for all our employees."

COVID-19 news

Family-run haulage 
and storage firm Stiller 
Warehousing and 
Distribution is working with 
chemicals operator INEOS 
to stockpile and transport 
500,000 bottles of hand 
sanitiser every month. The 
partnership has helped 
deliver 27,000 gallons of the 
sterilant across the UK since 
April. 

Public sector net borrowing 
(the budget deficit) is 
estimated to have been 
£35.9 billion in August 
2020, taking the total sum 
of Government spending 
since the beginning of the 
financial year on April 1 to 
£173.7 billion. That's £146.9 
billion more than in the same 
period last year. 

More than 1100 jobs are 
set to be created after 
Newcastle Hospitals and 
Newcastle City Council 
announced plans to create 
a multi-million pound 
Lighthouse Laboratory and 
COVID-19 hub in Gateshead. 
It will have the capacity 
to process up to 80,000 
coronavirus tests every day. 

The UK inflation rate 
dropped to a near five-year 
low in August, according to 
new figures from the Office 
for National Statistics (ONS). 
The Consumer Price Index 
(CPI) was down to 0.2 per 
cent as the Eat Out to Help 
Out scheme pushed down 
prices.

SKILLS

£1 million Kickstart
The North of Tyne Combined Authority has 
earmarked £1 million to help young people 
find jobs during the coronavirus pandemic. 
£500,000 will be spent on the Kickstart Scheme 
and £400,000 will go towards Youth Hubs across 
Newcastle, North Tyneside and Northumberland. 

North of Tyne Mayor Jamie Driscoll said: "We 
will do everything we can to protect young people 
from the coming economic storm."

CONSTRUCTION

Topping out turnover
Gateshead-based Tolent achieved £175 million 
turnover in 2019, up 30 per cent on the previous 
year, and its 2020 order book is now in excess of 
£190 million, despite the challenges of COVID-19.

The contractor has projects ranging from the 
£26 million Hadrian's Tower in Newcastle to the 
£84 million Milburngate site in Durham. 

TECH

Campaign launched
A new national campaign to champion UK 
technology clusters has launched with the North 
East leading the way. The '12 Clusters of Tech' 
initiative will explore the unique ecosystems and 
tech trends in every region of the UK over the 
next twelve months. David Dunn, chair of the UK 
Tech Cluster Group, said: "From exciting start-ups 
to established employment powerhouses, there is 
a lot to be proud of across our ecosystems."
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AUTOMOTIVE

Hodgson Motor Group 
dealerships sold to 
national car retailer
The Hodgson Motor Group’s Toyota, 
Mazda and Suzuki dealerships at Gateshead 
Metrocentre and Newcastle Silverlink have 
become part of Doncaster-headquartered 
Stoneacre Motor Group. 

The move comes after managing director 
Steve Hodgson retired following two bouts 
of open-heart surgery.

The entire 180-strong Hodgson workforce 
is being retained by Stoneacre, which intends 
to grow its newly acquired dealerships.

Steve said: “It was clear from our very first 
meeting that Stoneacre had the same values 
and personal approach that we’ve always 
held. It’s great to be leaving the business and 
our excellent team in such good hands.”

MANUFACTURING

Artech Lighting secures new contract 
with university
Artech Lighting has picked up a contract to supply thousands 
of fixtures and fittings at the University of Central Lancashire 
(UCLAN). 

The Durham-based lighting firm will support UCLAN’s £200 
million redevelopment of its Preston campus, which includes a new 
engineering and innovation centre and public space. 

The deal represents another coup for Artech Lighting in the 
higher education sector. 

Director Stuart Hylton said: “Our lighting scheme and products 
will help the university reach its goal of becoming a truly unified, 

sustainable and welcoming campus, enhancing the experience for 
everyone visiting the university.”

HEALTHCARE

NHS Trusts partner 
with biotech firms on 
COVID-19 vaccine trial
Volunteers from the North East and North 
Cumbria will be participating in a phase 
three clinical trial of a promising new 
coronavirus vaccine developed by US 
biotechnology company, Novavax. 
The national trial will be run regionally 
from University Hospital of Hartlepool.The 
Government has secured 60 million doses 
of the vaccine, which will be manufactured 
using Fujifilm Diosynth Biotechnologie’s 
facilities in Stockton-on-Tees. 

Professor Caroline Wroe, clinical director 
of the NIHR Clinical Research Network, 
said: “It's fantastic news that people in our 
region will have the opportunity to take part 
in these trials and help the NHS.”

TECH

£1 million investment 
in growing fintech 
company
Growth Capital Ventures (GCV) has 
secured £1 million of growth capital from 
institutional investors to continue its 
expansion in the North East’s burgeoning 
tech sector. The investment will enable 
GCV to support 30 high-growth start-ups 
and create hundreds of new tech jobs in the 
region.  GCV has previously facilitated £45 
million of investment in tech businesses 
such as digital lenders Atom Bank and 
B-North. 

Craig Peterson, co-founder and COO at 
GCV, said: “We feel this investment comes 
at the right time to combine capital and 
intensive support to build better, more 
sustainable businesses.”

NEWS
Deals

DEALS
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The collapse of global stock markets 
back in March this year was more 
extreme than anything seen before 
in history. 

A financial crash is considered 
to be catastrophic if it has one Black Monday – 
this one had two (March 9 and 16) and a Black 
Thursday (March 12) for good measure. 

By the end of March, global indices had lost 
around one-third of their value, an amount 
equivalent to many trillions of dollars. 

Few could have predicted that just a few short 
months later, major markets would be recording 
fresh all-time highs. 

The benchmark American index, the S&P 
500, set a new record on September 2, closing at 

3580.84. The NASDAQ Composite set a new all-
time high on the same day, closing at 12,056.44.

The Dow Jones Industrial Average didn't break 
the record it set on February 12 (29,551.42), 
but came within touching distance, closing at 
29,100.50. 

This is all particularly surprising when you 
observe the chaos unfolding in the real economy. 

US GDP shrank by a staggering 31.7 per cent in 
the second quarter of 2020, the largest quarter-
on-quarter contraction in history and more than 
three times the previous all-time decline. 

The US unemployment rate also quadrupled 
in April to 14.7 per cent – the highest level since 
records began – before falling back to a still very 
high 8.4 per cent in August. 

If you look at the share price of Apple over the last six months, you wouldn't necessarily know 
that the world is in the middle of its deepest recession for a century. Here, Richard Dawson asks if 
stocks markets are out of kilter with the realities of the COVID economy?

MONTHLY  REPORT
Stock markets

MONTHLY REPORT
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A surface-level analysis of this would say that 
American stock markets are fundamentally out of 
kilter with the depleted American economy. 

But this doesn't tell the whole story and indeed, 
James Kyle, investment director at Rathbones, 
believes that markets have in fact responded 
rationally to what's been happening over the last 
six or seven months. 

"You've got to look at the underlying 
components of a particular market or index," he 
explains. "When you look at something like the 
S&P 500, it's incredibly varied how individual 
companies have performed."

The S&P 500 is home to technology companies 
like Microsoft, Amazon, Apple, Facebook and 
Alphabet Inc (Google), each of which has been 
well-positioned to benefit from the changes to 
ways of working and living ushered in by the 
pandemic. 

James adds: "When Amazon reported their 
second-quarter figures, their sales had increased 
by 40 per cent compared to the year before." 

The bullish performance of America's tech 
giants goes a long way towards explaining the 
rapid recovery of its financial markets. These 
companies are now the largest in the world and 
make up more than a fifth of the S&P 500's total 
value. 

Conversely, if you look at the performance of 
S&P-listed companies in the travel, retail, leisure 
and hospitality sectors, these stocks have been 
decimated. 

"They've had really, really bad share price 
moves," James agrees. 

But this almost doesn't make a difference to the 
headline index because of the outperformance of 
tech companies. 

James believes a K-shaped recovery is therefore 
most likely – one where technology, healthcare 
and consumer goods companies continue to 
produce record results while travel, retail and 
hospitality firms continue to fail. 

Another point to consider is the degree to 
which Government and central bank intervention 

has driven the stock market recovery.  
The unprecedented sums of money we've seen 

pumped into the financial system have ensured 
there is sufficient liquidity in the markets and that 
companies have remained solvent. 

It's also driven interest rates near zero and 
massively expanded the market for government 
bonds (treasuries and gilts). 

James explains: "The bond market is much 
bigger than the stock market on a global basis 
and when governments manufacture the return 
you'll get from lending them money by cutting 
interest rates, that means those assets are much 
less attractive for investors to hold.

"If investors aren't getting a real return in the 
bond market anymore, naturally, their money will 
find its way into stock markets because there's 
more potential for capital growth." 

If the so-called search for yield is another 
driver of the stock market recovery, then so is 
the growth of retail investors putting money into 
stocks and shares. 

Online trading platforms like Trading 212, 
eToro and Robin Hood have democratised 
access to the markets by giving DIY investors 
the opportunity to invest without having to pay 
broker fees and other costs. 

James says: "There's been a vast amount of 
retail money going into stocks because millions 
and millions of DIY investors are now dabbling 
in the stock market and that wasn't the case 
previously." 

Taken together, the outperformance of big 
tech companies, the search for yield outside of 
the bond market and the rise of DIY investors 
helps us to understand why American markets 
appear to be so detached from the realities of the 
American economy. 

Time will tell whether higher unemployment 
and lower economic output will drive markets 
back into correction territory or whether their 
impressive run will continue. 

If one thing's clear, it's that volatility will 
continue to reign supreme. 



16

Q
OPINION
Burning Issue

BURNING ISSUE

There are reasons to criticise the Government’s handling of the 
pandemic, but the furlough scheme, Eat Out to Help Out and this 
proposed grant initiative are welcome moves. However, in the teeth 
of an unprecedented global pandemic, none will ever be enough. 
As businesses, we must adapt, consolidate and organise ourselves. 
We can create a movement that will have a positive impact on the 
economy – project managers, manufacturers, contractors and 
consumers must change purchasing habits and make a concerted 
effort to buy British. We help ourselves by helping each other and 
this, in turn, will help the UK’s recovery.

Dave Lewis
Managing director

Apex Wiring Solutions

Any financial support for businesses hit by a local lockdown is to be 
welcomed. The Government’s furlough scheme certainly gave CMS 
necessary breathing space to enable it to recover strongly following 
the challenges of March’s lockdown. I hope these grants can have a 
similar positive effect on those facing short-term closure. Despite 
criticism the sums involved are insufficient to keep a business afloat, 
it may still make a vital contribution to recovery. However, should 
the number of local lockdowns grow, or become less of a temporary 
measure, then the Government must reassess its overall economic 
support strategy.

Nic Smith
Managing director

Commercial Maintenance Services UK

£1500 simply won’t make a dent in the costs of many businesses 
forced to close by local lockdowns. Public health must come first, 
but we also need to support businesses to make sure jobs and 
communities are protected. It’s not just about lockdown restrictions 
either, many businesses – especially those in retail and hospitality 
– are dealing with reduced footfall and revenue and increased costs 
in maintaining social distancing. This has been a tremendously 
difficult time for businesses, and we need proper, tailored support to 
continue. To remove the safety net too soon would be to undo all the 
good work done so far.

Arlen Pettitt
Knowledge development manager 

North East England Chamber of Commerce

We were quite severely affected in the early days of lockdown. Many 
contracts in the pipeline were postponed by clients – mainly those 
in retail – who chose to wait and assess the pandemic’s impact. 
Thankfully, we were able to furlough staff, and while there are 
now only a handful on furlough, at one point 95 per cent of our 
workforce was. Alongside this, our bank was very supportive with 
our application for the Coronavirus Business Interruption Loan 
Scheme, which has given us confidence in our financial position 
moving forward. At a local level, we’ve been offered the opportunity 
to bid for grants too.

Nicola Duke
Finance director
Nala Engineers

The Government’s move to offer three-weekly grants of £1500 to English businesses forced 
to close due to local COVID-19 lockdowns or targeted restrictions has been criticised by 
the British Chambers of Commerce for failing to “offset the resulting cash crunch”. Do 
you think the pledge – which includes offering £1000 to smaller firms – is enough, or 
should Downing Street’s commitment be higher?
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RECRUITMENT

Your monthly guide to the people moving jobs in the region 

APPOINTMENTS 

John Marshall has become the new chair of the 
North East England Chamber of Commerce, 
replacing Lucy Winskell who has stepped down 
after six years. Reflecting on his appointment, he 
said: [It's] a very hard act to follow Lucy, but I'm 
looking forward to working with an excellent team 
serving our members and promoting this great 
region.

In response to continued demand for its specialist 
tax services, North East accountancy and business 
advisory firm UNW has appointed Paul Tucker as 
employment taxes senior manager. Paul brings a 
wealth of experience to the firm, having worked in 
both the public and private sectors, and spent over 
25 years' as an employment tax specialist.

County Durham-based training provider, Learning 
Curve Group, has announced that former QA CEO, 
William Macpherson, is to become its chair. The 
announcement follows the investment in March 
from Agilitas, the pan-European mid-market 
private equity firm, to support the business in its 
next stage of growth.
William has a strong history in investment-backed 
private training and education providers. 

Strategic business leader Kate Rodi, who has spent 
more than 15 years in senior-level roles, has joined 
Newcastle Building Society's executive team. She 
will assume responsibility for the society's change 
programme with a remit to optimise the value 
and impact of both customer and business-related 
change.

A specialist in tax disputes has become the 30th 
partner at Sintons.
Hilary Waters, who has 20 years' experience of 
advising on a wide range of tax issues for both 
individual clients and groups of taxpayers, is the 
latest senior addition to the Newcastle-based law 
firm's fast-growing dispute resolution team.

North East housebuilder Avant Homes has 
appointed Holly Richardson to the newly created 
role of area marketing manager. Holly joins the 
company with more than 18 years' experience in 
marketing across a mixture of sectors including 
entertainment, tourism, and engineering. She 
will be responsible for implementing marketing 
activity for Avant Homes' North East and Scotland 
operations.

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

steven@netimesmagazine.co.uk

i

John Marshall
Chair
North East England Chamber 
of Commerce 

Paul Tucker
Employment taxes senior 
manager
UNW

William Macpherson
Chair
Learning Curve Group

Kate Rodi 
Business change director
Newcastle Building Society 

Hilary Waters 
Partner 
Sintons 

Holly Richardson
Area marketing manager 
Avant Homes 
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When Rishi Sunak waited on 
customers at a London branch of 
Wagamama in early July, dishes 
of curry and teppanyaki weren’t 
the only things on the menu.

Wearing a hastily made name badge and engaging 
patrons with stilted small talk, the Chancellor was 
ceremonially serving up his Eat Out to Help Out discount 
scheme.

As publicity stunts go, it came straight from the first 
page of the Downing Street photo-opportunity manual, 
which almost always ends with awkward poses and 
embarrassed members of the public.

This one was no different, with the North Yorkshire MP 
drawing much mirth for his attempts to hand a chicken 
dish to a couple of vegan diners.

With Eat Out to Help Out thrown into COVID-
19’s choppy waters as a financial lifebuoy for food 
establishments, the last thing the Chancellor needed was 
to offer people something they couldn’t stomach.

Yet he may have to.
With borrowing continuing to escalate in the face 

of wide-ranging action aimed at protecting jobs and 
recharging the economy, the Chancellor knows full well 
– like a punter gambling on the many racehorses trained 
within his constituency – the consequences of continuous 
outlays.

For all the spending, there must be a reversal process, an 
easing of the gap between income and expenditure.

And that, say analysts, who include officials from the 
Institute for Fiscal Studies, seems almost certain to come 
from tax rises. 

To return to the food theme, such a prospect for 
individuals, families and businesses, who have dined on 
a monotonous main course of financial uncertainty for 
months, is about as inviting as the nauseous feeling a rich, 
heavy dessert delivers at the end of a big meal.

It would also be somewhat unpalatable for a 
Government whose recent General Election victory was 
predicated upon a pledge to freeze income tax, VAT and 
National Insurance.

But 2020 is a dramatically different world to the one we 
knew at the back end of 2019.

Before the Chancellor’s latest policy announcement 
on the Government’s Job Support Scheme, which will 
supersede the furlough programme from November 1, 
official figures showed overall borrowing for the financial 
year to April 2021 could touch nearly £400 billion.

To put that into perspective, annual lending was 
expected to reach £55 billion prior to the pandemic.

So how can the Chancellor act decisively to combat the 
financial deficit?

One significant option, says Peter Glenton, a partner at 
North East financial advisory firm Ryecroft Glenton, are 
tax incentives.

These, he says, would help attract fresh overseas 
investment and strengthen the country’s – and North 
East’s – tech sector by greasing the talent pipeline that, in 
turn, would deliver next generation development.

It would also, Peter tells North East Times, help reduce 
the North/South divide. 

“What will be much harder for the Government to 
achieve than choosing which taxes to raise will be pump 
priming wealth generation through more and better 
jobs to increase the amount everyone is earning and the 
number of people paying tax,” he says.

“In addition, a consistent concern for every 
Government has been to try to reduce the geographical 
apartheid between London and the rest of the country – is 
the fallout from COVID-19 a perfect opportunity to tackle 
this inequality?

“The Government should make the UK extremely 
attractive for foreign investment, which ties in perfectly 
with the Brexit agenda. 

“Tax incentives will help bring offshore money to the 
UK and target it on the right geographic areas – outside 
London – and on the creation of future-proofed jobs, in 
particular in the tech and digital sectors,” adds Peter.

“If managed carefully, offering tax incentives to overseas 
money should not reduce the current tax take and instead 
add to it.

He continues: “COVID-19 has sped up the digital 

COMMENT
COVID-19

As the UK’s debt mountain continues to grow amid unparalleled Government peace-time 
borrowing to battle COVID-19, Chancellor Rishi Sunak faces tough decisions on how to close the 
country’s yawning financial deficit. With hundreds of billions of pounds already committed to 
the cause, the prospect of rising taxes has been mooted. But should the Government be looking 
elsewhere? Steven Hugill speaks to North East business figures about the situation and hears 
how alternative ways – beyond rudimentary tax increases – have the potential to recharge the 
economy

IN THE LIMELIGHT
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transition and by directing tax incentives at areas that 
already have a decent tech infrastructure, which include 
the North East, the Government can help build much 
stronger tech clusters.  

“There are too many firms competing for too little 
talent with the knock-on consequence that many UK tech 
operators have to hire from overseas.

“Therefore, the Government should offer financial 
incentives to tech firms to create more entry level jobs for 
school leavers and graduates, and fund mid-career courses 
that help mature workers transition to a tech role.”

Peter’s desire for significant tech sector investment finds 
equal favour with Norm Peterson.

The chief executive of Newton Aycliffe-based fintech 
company Growth Capital Ventures says such support 
would supercharge Britain’s economic engine by 
helping introduce a raft of new small and medium-sized 
businesses.

“Raising standard taxes will undoubtedly be an 
unpopular move,” says Norm.

“There must be a focus on creating new job 

opportunities in key industries such as the technology 
sector.

“As consumers and businesses rely more on technology 
as a result of COVID-19, we need to enable the creation 
and scaling of the UK’s next wave of innovative start-ups 
and fast-growth SMEs,” he continues.

“Building these sustainable businesses and supporting 
entrepreneurs and innovators is going to be critical to the 
UK economic recovery.”

Norm also says the Government must look at the 
impact of programmes such as its Coronavirus Business 
Interruption Loan Scheme, and ensure further action 
supports companies in tax-efficient ways. 

He says: “Tax-efficient structures, such as the Enterprise 
Investment Scheme and Seed Enterprise Investment 
Scheme, can help businesses reduce tax liabilities and 
leverage growth. 

“The Government may also consider more generous tax 
relief on venture capital schemes that can act as a catalyst 
for business growth. 

“It is important that alternative finance streams are 
opened up to SMEs so they can propel a sustained 
economic recovery,” he adds.

“If this happens, there will be less need for the 
Government to impose draconian spending cuts or tax 
rises that will hurt the economy.” 
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What was your first break 
in business?
My first real taste 
of accountancy was 
when I worked in the 

apprenticeship department at a local council 
office, fresh from school. My manager at the 
time saw the position for a trainee accountant at 
Robson Laidler and told me that it was something 
I should go for. She unselfishly said the role would 
help me achieve more than the council could give 
me – despite her not wanting me to leave. 

What did you want to be growing up?
I honestly never had anything in mind. I'm not 
saying that I never had ambition or plans but my 
mam always told me that I could be anything I 
wanted to be. I suppose this helped me focus on a 
multitude of options and develop skills that would 
help me do anything, rather than focus on one 
profession. 

What attracted you to your current role? 
My goal was to become a director by the age of 
30. It was ambitious, but why not be bold? Part 
of the reason for this was the confirmation I was 
doing the right things and making a difference in 

people's lives. The ability to work with business 
owners to support and advise them on how to 
build a better business and overcome barriers 
is extremely rewarding. Making a difference 
no matter how big or small is still making a 
difference. 

What is your company mission?
Robson Laidler recently invested a lot of 
time working with change management and 
organisational culture agency Duo Global on 
realigning our firm's mission, vision and values. 
This was a lengthy exercise, which involved 
everyone in the business.

The catalyst for doing so was when we acquired 
Straughans Accountants, in Chester-le-Street, in 
2017. We wanted to ensure we brought everyone 
together to create a 'one team' approach. 

The results have been amazing, and we 
now have a core mission statement: 'To enable 
individuals and businesses to gain freedom 
through expert advice at every stage of their 
journey'. 

This feeds into our values and behaviours, 
which act as a guiding principle to the culture 
at Robson Laidler - the way we work together as 
a team and with our clients. We want to create 
real connections, leave a positive impact, seek 
greatness every day and encourage curiosity and 
change. 

How do you get the best out of your team/staff?
For me, it is going back to our values about 
creating real connections. I make sure that my 
team know that I am there for them not just for 
work-related issues but for every aspect of their 
lives.  Once you understand your teams' goals – 
both career and personal and what motivates and 
demotivates them – you then start getting the 
best out of them. Be fair and treat them with the 
respect you would like to be treated with yourself. 

What has been your career highlight?
Winning the North East Accountant of the Year 

INTERVIEW
Nick Wilson

Nick Wilson is the current North East Accountant of the Year and has recently been promoted 
to the role of director at Robson Laidler Accountants. He provides business and personal 
development advice to clients, and leads the business innovation department at the 100-year-old 
firm 

10 QUESTIONS
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title at the regional Accountancy Awards in 2019. 
It was completely unexpected. The fact that I was 
trusted to make such fundamental changes to the 
way Robson Laidler operate as a business, and 
knowing that people believed in me, has been just 
as rewarding. 

What has been your biggest challenge?
Two main challenges resonate with me the most. 
The first challenge was failing an exam at the start 
of my career. There is so much pressure to do well 
and pass everything first time. I thought I was 
doomed, and it was the end of my career, but I 
learned from it, tried again and proved to myself I 
was capable. Failing isn't the end if you learn from 
your mistakes. 

The second biggest challenge I faced was feeling 
alone. I know I wasn't, but others in my team did 
not quite get what I was trying to achieve, and it 
was an upward struggle to get to the end goal – 
that is until my concept was proven to work. Quite 
often, people don't like to get involved until there 
is no risk attached. If you believe in something, do 
it, don't stop and keep going. 

Who or what inspires you?
It's not just one single thing or person. There is a 
magnitude of inspiration everywhere you look, 
if you look at things in the right perspective. My 
children, for example, are massive inspirations. 
They don't know fear or what the perceived 
barriers in life are; they keep going as if they're not 
there. 

What are Robson Laidler's short and long-term 
goals?
Long-term, our vision is to leave a legacy by 
becoming the firm of choice, growing our business 
in a way that makes us proud, focusing on both 
purpose and profit. 

Short-term, we are launching our business 
accelerator services, which gives practical business 
and personal support to companies, owners or 
managers so they have the freedom and tools to 

grow their business as well as themselves. This 
comes in the form of developing action plans, 
access to our new e-learning platform, coaching 
and accountability checking and motivational 
mapping.  

How do you achieve a good work/life balance?
I give 100 per cent to everything I do. If it is 
working, it gets 100 per cent, but when I spend 
time with my family or anything else, that gets my 
commitment. The balance comes in the quality 
of the time spent, not the actual time. How many 
people look back in life and think 'was that a 
good 48 hours I spent there'? It's more about the 
memories that are made. 

ROBSON LAIDLER
www.robson-laidler.co.uk 
nwilson@robson-laidler.co.uk
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Commercial law firm St James' Square 
has announced the launch of its 
first-ever graduate recruitment 
scheme. 

Beginning this month, the 
two-year training programme offers talented 
graduates the opportunity to obtain necessary 
work experience, which is vital to continue their 
journey in becoming fully qualified solicitors. Staff 
at the firm were thrilled to receive huge interest 
in the scheme, which is not surprising given that 
the successful graduates will receive one-to-one 
mentoring and guidance from some of the North 
East's top lawyers. 

The training programme will see two graduates 
each year join the firm and form part of its strategic 
plan for long-term growth. The graduates will rotate 
between different legal teams, giving them valuable 
experience and knowledge in a wide range of 
commercial legal areas. Upon successful completion 
of the scheme, each graduate will join one of the 
departments on a permanent basis. 

Mark Roche, practice manager, says: "We are 
extremely pleased to be able to offer more new 
opportunities at St James' Square. The graduate 
scheme is a win-win for everyone involved. Not 
only does it give graduates a fantastic opportunity 
to continue their legal training, but it also allows us 
to attract new talent into the business which in turn 
helps us grow and meet the demands of our clients." 

The firm has a history of investing heavily in 
its staff and the graduate recruitment scheme is 
welcome news for graduates and businesses in 

general. 
St James' Square was established three years ago 

and, given its significant investment in technology 
and forward-thinking working practices, it has been 
able to respond to the demands and challenges of 
this year. 

During the lockdown period, two of its 
departments – corporate and commercial services, 
and employment and HR – experienced significant 
and unexpected demand from clients and had to 
recruit new staff to meet the needs of those growing 
areas. 

Another department, sports services, was 
also kept extremely busy with the completion 
of a major contract. The team, which deals with 
the legal aspects of football transfers, recently 
assisted its sister company, St James' Square Sports 
Management, in the transfer of the Greek national 
goalkeeper Vasilis Barkas from AEK Athens to 
Celtic FC.

Charity is very important to the whole team at St 
James' Square and this year has made it difficult to 
provide the usual level of support to their chosen 
charity of the year. Partner Andrew Carser explains 
"In 2019 we were able to raise over £40,000 for Heel 
and Toe, a North East-based charity which helps 
disabled children and their families. However due 
to COVID-19, we have been unable to undertake 
many of our planned fundraising events. As a 
result, we have decided to extend our partnership 
with The Chronicle Sunshine Fund until the end of 
2021. The work they do with children in our region 
is outstanding and we are delighted to continue 
supporting them.

St James’ Square has expanded rapidly since 
initially operating from one room at Hoults Yard. 
The firm now employs over 30 staff, occupies 
7000 sq ft of Grade A premises at Esh Plaza and 
has a turnover exceeding £2.5 million. It has 
expanded its commercial departments to include 
services in employment and HR, corporate and 
commercial services, dispute resolution, real estate 
– commercial property, real estate – residential 
property, corporate recovery and insolvency, debt 
recovery and sports services.

ADVERTISING FEATURE – LAW  
St James' Square Law Firm

INVESTING IN THE NEXT 
GENERATION OF LEGAL TALENT
St James' Square Law Firm has launched a new graduate recruitment scheme as part of its 
strategic plan for long-term growth

ST JAMES’ SQUARE 
LAW FIRM
sjs-law.co.uk
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St James’ Square Sports Management 
completed the transfer of goalkeeper 
Vasilis Barkas from AEK Athens to 
Celtic FC, for a sum of £4.5 million, 
which was finalised at the end of July 

by football agents Paul Monaghan and Mark Lynn. 
Paul says: “Vasilis is an exceptional player with 

a bright future ahead of him. He will do a fantastic 
job at Celtic and I have no doubt he will be playing 
in top sides for many years to come. We wish him 
all the best during his time at Celtic FC.” 

The company operates as football agents for 
professional football players and clubs from around 
the world and while it offers many services to their 
clients, it is carving out a reputation for assisting 
players from abroad entering the Premier League. 

With its head office in Newcastle, St James’ 
Square Sports Management has an international 
reach and its agents, who are fluent in several 
languages, regularly travel the world to build 
relationships with many of the top clubs. Recent 
trips to Madrid, Paris, Barcelona, Athens, Rome, 
New York and Ecuador have helped cement those 
relationships and take the business to a new level. 

As a result, the company has seen demand for 
its services increase considerably and has recently 
completed several lucrative deals in the current 
transfer window. 

Since it launched in 2018, it has been 
involved with many players and clubs, including 
Panathinaikos and Olympiacos in the Greek Super 
League, and Wolverhampton Wanderers, Leeds 
United and Crystal Palace in the Premier League. 

Mark adds: “We are thrilled at the way the 
business has grown in such a short amount of time 
and we were delighted to have completed our most 
recent deal with Celtic FC. Our sister company, 
St James’ Square Law Firm, provided all our legal 
needs and assisted us throughout the deal. Their 
commercial advice and knowledge have been 
invaluable and helped to provide a speedy and fully 
rounded service.” 

The company has also attracted several 
ambassadors to the business including footballing 
legends Nikos Dabizas and Colin Todd who joined 

St James’ Square Sports Management as brand 
ambassadors earlier this year. 

Nikos, a former Greek international, Leicester 
City and Newcastle United player, has most 
recently held the position of sporting director at 
Panathinaikos FC. 

Nikos says: “The team at St James’ Square Sports 
Management are well connected at the top flight of 
the game. They have the experience, knowledge and 
drive to make the deal happen. I am delighted to be 
working with them.” 

Player-turned-manager, Colin Todd made than 
600 appearances for club and country and won 
the PFA Players’ Player of the Year in 1975. His 
managerial career took him to Middlesbrough, 
Bolton Wanderers and Derby County. 

Colin says: “I’ve worked with many agents over 
the years and the team at St James’ Square Sports 
Management are a cut above; they really know 
their stuff. I am looking forward to many years of 
partnership with them.” 

St James’ Square Sports Management has now 
partnered with several leading brands including car 
manufacturers Lamborghini and McLaren, luxury 
holiday providers Soneva and Sani, and private jet 
companies Air Charter Service and Gulfstream.

ADVERTISING FEATURE – LAW  
St James' Square Sports Management

NORTH EAST FOOTBALL AGENTS 
SCORE BIG WITH CELTIC FC
A North East-based sports management company was left celebrating after completing the 
transfer of Greek international goalkeeper Vasilis Barkas from AEK Athens to Celtic FC

ST JAMES’ SQUARE SPORTS 
MANAGEMENT
sjs-sport.com
Photo credit: SNS Group
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To say that 2020 has so far been an 
unusual year would possibly be the 
understatement of the century. Who 
could have imagined as 2019 became 
2020 that we would see businesses 

across a whole range of sectors have large parts 
of their workforces at home – either working 
remotely or on furlough – or that the Government 
would have been providing extensive finance to 
businesses of all sizes, and paying (indirectly) up 
to 9.6 million peoples' wages and salaries through 
the Job Retention Scheme? 

When the Prime Minister put the country into 
lockdown on March 23, at a stroke pretty much 
every business in the country had to think about 
how they were going to adapt. 

At that point, Armstrong Watson was partway 
through a series of updates to our technology 
platforms, intended to be implemented over the 
following 12 months. 

Deploying Microsoft Teams was part of that 
journey, with a plan to roll it out in stages with 
appropriate training. In the end, our technology 
team deployed Teams to more than 400 staff over 
one weekend, and put together training sessions 
to get everyone comfortable with the basics in the 
first few days.  

I am sure we were not alone in that, and like 
many other businesses, we had to come up with 
ways to get office-based colleagues up and running 
at home as quickly as possible. Our technology 
team worked incredibly hard to get equipment out 
of our offices and into peoples' homes to enable 
them to continue to support our clients effectively 
as we prepared to close our sites and go to full 
remote working.  

I have been amused to see various colleagues 
and contacts get to grips with some of the 
technology that we have now all become used to.

At a local level, Armstrong Watson actually 
moved offices during the lockdown to 11 Waterloo 
Steeet in Newcastle city centre. Our team in 
Newcastle has grown dramatically over the last 12 
months and, with more growth planned, we had 
outgrown where we were. 

Having more space has meant that we have 
been able to bring our team back together in the 
office safely, which we simply wouldn't have been 
able to do otherwise.

Like many firms, we have had to change how we 
engage with our clients and contacts. We quickly 
developed and ran a series of webinars to help 
businesses work through some of the mountains 
of information coming out of Government on the 
schemes that were established to support business. 

This represented a new way of sharing 
knowledge for us and the feedback was that 
many business owners found the content helpful. 

ADVERTISING FEATURE – FINANCE 
Armstrong Watson

GROWING AND MOVING 
FORWARDS, VIRTUALLY 
AND LITERALLY
As the country went into lockdown, Armstrong Watson – like so many other professional services 
firms – embraced technology to support its clients, and it sees video conferencing as a crucial 
communication tool for the future. But as corporate finance partner Chris McCourt reports, the 
firm remains committed to its office network and has recently moved into larger premises on 
Tyneside
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They liked the ease of interaction and dynamic 
Q&A better than more traditional seminars, and 
this will certainly be an ongoing feature of our 
communications strategy. 

Despite the increase in restrictions at a 
national and local level, we are as a business 
community all looking forward and trying to 
work out what the future will hold. There will 
inevitably be a return to normality at some point, 
but everyone agrees some changes are here to 
stay. In our own business, travel between our 17 
offices was fairly common for meetings and we 
expect many of those journeys to be eliminated 
through the use of Microsoft Teams. We've also 
made some changes to our IT infrastructure to 
build on our smart working model and increase 
flexibility for colleagues working going forward, 
and have completely removed physical phones 
from all of our offices, using Teams as our main 
communication tool.

We are committed to retaining our office 
infrastructure and getting our people back into the 
office in a safe way. All of our offices in England 
are open and we do not expect a permanent shift 
to home working for our colleagues. 

We believe that by being together in the office 
we deliver a better service to our clients through 
collaboration, innovation and the knowledge 
sharing that comes from being involved in 
spontaneous discussions.  

Our offices are also where our trainees 
(including the latest group of 26 who joined 
in September) learn from more experienced 
colleagues, get to know and interact with the 
leaders and managers in our business asking 
questions and seeing the culture of Armstrong 
Watson first-hand.

The last few months have been tough for 
everyone; we are choosing to take the positives 
from the situation and use some of the actions 
we were forced to take and embed them into 
our business for the future. We have learned 
from recruiting and on-boarding new colleagues 
remotely some of the gaps that may have existed in 
our process and corrected them. 

We have tried new ways of engaging with 
clients in ways we wouldn't have considered before 
and found that actually, many clients prefer the 

flexibility of virtual interaction versus physical 
interaction. The reality with all of these things will 
be a mix of the traditional approach and the new 
ideas tried during lockdown. When possible, I 
will still meet people face-to-face with a Teams or 
Zoom meeting as an alternative, but as a business 
I think we will be better equipped and more 
confident in meeting people, pitching for work 
and delivering work virtually where that is the 
right approach as a result of our experiences over 
the last six months.

For professional services firms like Armstrong 
Watson, there is no right answer to any of the 
challenges COVID-19 presents, or the 'new 
normal'. There is only the focus that everything 
we do should support, help or inform our clients 
and contacts, and that is how we are looking at the 
future.

ARMSTRONG WATSON
www.armstrongwatson.co.uk
chris.mccourt@
armstrongwatson.co.uk
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Fully commit to the cause and always 
deliver above and beyond others' 
expectations. As the first person in 
my family to attend university, I was 
always encouraged to believe that 

nothing is out of reach if you are willing to work 
for it, irrespective of what others perceive as 
your limitations. I very quickly realised that with 
hard work, commitment and the right people 
around you then anything is possible. With these 
fundamental building blocks in place, you can 
achieve and surpass your goals in business and 
in life. 

Partnership and collaborative working are 
imperative. They support the development of 
a truly joined-up approach and an effective 
strategy that delivers real impact and results. 
On many occasions, while working on national 
programmes, the North East being hailed as an 
example of best practise because of our regional 
willingness to come together, develop a shared 
vision and work in a collaborative manner that 
drives real impact for our clients. This is a rarity in 
other parts of the UK and sets our region apart. 

Have passion for your work and the 
determination to have a positive impact on 
your clients. Know your business, your sector or 
product. Understand it inside and out, and be an 
innovator and drive for continuous progression 
and development. 

Take advantage of the tremendous access to 
regional support programmes available for your 
business. Whether you need support overcoming 
business barriers, help to futureproof your 
business or assistance to meet the challenges 
in a rapidly changing marketplace, there is a 
wealth of services if you know where to look and 
are quite creative in your approach. The STEM 
education team at RTC North is a delivery partner 
of one such support programme. The North East 
Ambition programme, brought to the region 
by the North East LEP, the STEM Ambassador 
Hub North East, the Edge Foundation and 
STEM Learning, helps small and medium-sized 
enterprises (SMEs) engage effectively with 
educators and young people to influence careers, 
impact the curriculum and build industry-
relevant skills in our schools and communities. 

Utilise the skills, experience, ideas and 
commitment of your own team. Individuals in 
any business may have invaluable insights and 
innovative ideas for development and improved 
business performance. A workforce and team who 
regularly input into the business are motivated, 
invested and understand the business' core values.  

Create a nurturing and inclusive environment. I 
am passionate that everyone feels valued and able 
to input into the process, creating a very inclusive 
ethos. I also believe in leading by example and 
am always first to volunteer to be part of any new 
initiatives. As one of five, all-female, members 
in the team, I am passionate about promoting 
women in all areas of business and in particular in 
the STEM arena. 

ADVERTISING FEATURE – DEVELOPMENT
RTC North 

WHAT I'VE LEARNT
Janine Marshall leads the education and STEM team at RTC North. With over 25 years' experience 
in the education project and operations management, training and business arena, she is 
passionate about translating this to the educational environment and this is recognised in her 
current projects, which focus on bridging the gap between education and industry

RTC NORTH 
www.rtcnorth.co.uk
janine.marshall@rtcnorth.co.uk
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We may be a nation 
suffering from Zoom 
fatigue, but if the last few 
months have shown us 
anything, it is just how 

important digital connectivity is. 
Throughout lockdown, internet access enabled 

many of us to keep working. However, slow and 
unreliable internet has made using apps like Skype 
and Zoom a frustrating experience. 

It's something felt across the whole of the UK, 
where just 15 per cent of premises have access to 
full fibre internet – considered the gold standard. 

As the UK's third national digital infrastructure 
platform, CityFibre is working on a solution – 
by building game-changing networks in areas 
including Newcastle. 

Powering ambition
When you hear fibre being mentioned by 
providers, they often actually mean connections 
that are only part fibre. These usually include some 
copper wiring for the final stretch to your home, a 
major factor in lagging and dropped connections. 

Full fibre is different, using fibre connections 
for the entire length of the journey. That allows 
for gigabit-capable 'lightning speed' services and 
superior reliability. 

With the UK's average broadband speed only 
22.37Mbps compared to 55.18Mbps in Sweden, 
Europe's top ranked country, there's work to be 
done. 

When it comes to business, many companies 
are struggling with data-heavy tasks and 
significant server strain, meaning employees are 
tapping their fingers while waiting for a file to 
download. Full fibre eliminates that problem. 

Beyond increased productivity, full fibre 
connectivity gives employees the ability to 
work from home without worrying about their 
connection, providing vital flexibility and 
reassurance. 

You may have also heard about Smart Cities and 
with full fibre, Newcastle can implement its Smart 
City vision. 

There are plenty of examples across the globe, 
from digital tech making parking problems a thing 
of the past in South Korea's biggest city, to smart 
waste management trucks on New York's roads 
– and the implementation here will be driven by 
the specific needs of  Newcastle. One thing we do 
know is that it'll be powered by full fibre. 

Economic reward
There'll be a real economic boost over the next 15 
years too, according to research we commissioned 
with Regeneris. 

Access to full fibre could unlock £22 million in 
business productivity and innovation, a further 
£22 million could be driven from start-ups and 
Smart City initiatives could add as much as £77 
million. 

The future isn't as far away as you may think. 
Together with our contractors, IQA Elecnor, 
we've been building across Newcastle since 2019 
and soon many residents and businesses will be 
making use of their full fibre connection to great 
effect. 

In a period of uncertainty, one thing we know 
for sure is that connection has never been more 
valuable – and with full fibre, we can ensure that 
Newcastle has the connectivity it needs to emerge 
from this challenging period in a stronger position 
than ever before.

ADVERTISING FEATURE – TECH  
CityFibre

ADDING VALUE TO NEWCASTLE 
CityFibre's gigabit-capable broadband network is set to transform lives in Newcastle 

CITYFIBRE
www.cityfibre.com
@CityFibre
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Congratulations on your 
appointment. Why did you decide 
to take on the North East LEP’s 
chairmanship?
I've lived, worked and studied in 

the North East, and even though I've had periods 
working in London and internationally, I've 
always come home. Throughout my career as a 
lawyer and in higher education, I have looked to 
establish a portfolio of non-exec directorships, 
which have been mainly focused on economic 
growth and regeneration in the North East. When 
I saw that Andrew Hodgson was standing down as 
chair at the LEP, I thought 'what an amazing job', 
but I never dreamt of applying. Then the phone 
started ringing. A number of North East business 
leaders – whose opinion I respect – said I should 
apply. The timing was perfect because I was about 
to stand down from my six-year term as chair of 
the board at the North East England Chamber of 
Commerce so I decided to put my hat in the ring. 
Fundamentally, I applied because I felt the role was 
about driving economic regeneration, growth and 
prosperity in a region that's been so brilliant to my 
family and me.

You've taken up the position at an unprecedented 
time. What has been your perception of how 
the North East economy and its businesses and 
organisations have coped with the COVID-19 
pandemic?
Undoubtedly, what's happening will leave very 
deep scars and we will see some businesses fail. 
This is a tragedy and the LEP board can't be 
naive about the harsh realities that surround us. 
However, I think the response by North East 
businesses has been amazing; pulling together, 
building partnerships and delivering solutions 
– all at a tremendous pace. Examples include 
universities opening up their labs to help the 
research needed to combat COVID-19, and 
fast-tracking the training of nurses to get them 

qualified and into the hospital wards;  businesses 
offering their 3D printers to manufacture PPE  
equipment – to name but a few. 

What do you think are the region's most pressing 
issues – and what activity is needed at regional 
and national levels in the short term?
The main issues are keeping people in 
employment, supporting local businesses and 
collaborating to find solutions together. Also 

having a collective voice to speak to 
Government so that they understand what support 
is needed in the North East, and what solutions 
the region can offer the national economy.

The LEP was quick to establish the North East 
COVID-19 Economic Response Group alongside 
the North of Tyne CA, NECA, CBI and other 
partners. Why was such a collective so important 
and what insights and activity has it achieved so 
far?
The mantra of the North East England Chamber of 
Commerce is 'stronger together' and I do believe 
that all the things I've seen succeed in my career 
have been because people have come together 
around a shared goal. The COVID-19 Economic 
Response Group has enabled us to move at pace 
and to achieve more, and it's playing to everyone's 
collective strengths. I see the LEP as leading where 
it needs to lead, but also enabling others to lead 
when they need to. That is genuine partnership 
working. It's all about collaboration and finding 
that collective voice.

Your new role is centred around bringing 
together the public and private sectors, alongside 
the domains of education and charity, to deliver 
positive change for the region. How do you aim to 
maintain this and even strengthen it as you settle 
into your new position?
The North East LEP has a strong board of breadth 
and depth, which is supplemented by the wide 

On September 1, Lucy Winskell, pro vice-chancellor (employment and partnership) at 
Northumbria University, was announced as the new chair of the North East Local Enterprise 
Partnership (LEP), replacing outgoing incumbent, Andrew Hodgson. The former lawyer's 
appointment arguably came in the eye of the storm as the health and economic impact of COVID-
19's second wave began to take hold in the region. Thankfully, Lucy brings an arsenal of economic 
growth and regeneration knowledge, and she is more than ready for the battle that lies ahead, as 
she tells Alison Cowie 

COVER STORY   
Lucy Winskell
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range of skills and experience provided by the 
members of our advisory boards. They present the 
voices of the public sector, business, education and 
charity. We listen and we learn from one another. 

More recently, the LEP has launched its 
#WeGoAgain campaign. Can you tell me a bit 
about what this represents – and to whom?
I wasn't there at its inception but when I saw it, 
I was really excited because it felt like a call to 
arms. It was an encouragement to be confident 
about the future. We can't be naive about the 
difficulties businesses and communities are 
facing, but we must go forward confidently. The 
#WeGoAgain campaign is very inspirational and 
it's for a very broad audience. It's not only for the 
LEP's partners – which are creating the Recovery 
and Renewal deal – but for all our businesses and 
our communities. I think anyone who sees the 
#WeGoAgain film online will see a part of their life 
in there.

Phrases such as 'fight back', 'hard work', 
'determination' and 'resilience' are used as part 
of the campaign. Why is it important to use such 
language?
That language was chosen very deliberately. It's 
about recognising that COVID-19 has had an 

incredibly negative impact on our communities 
but the LEP has talked to those we serve, we 
acknowledge their struggles and we are here for 
them. I'm not frightened to use that bold language. 
It's about being positive, confident, and putting 
our best foot forward. 

Do you think, given the enormity of the 
challenges ahead, that North East businesses may 
have a tendency to talk themselves down?
The North East has resilience, a strong capability, 
entrepreneurship and grit. I don't think as a 
community we talk ourselves down but I think, 
on occasion, especially when it comes to the 
Government agenda, that we haven't talked 
ourselves up enough. The spirit that we want to 
imbue in the campaign film is very important to 
show that we're ready to go again.

The campaign also highlights the need for a 
'greener plan'. How do you think the North East 
can contribute to a more sustainable recovery – 
and why is this important?
The Government is saying to us that having a 
greener economy is important and is asking how 
the North East can help? We have great assets 
to support the international energy agenda, 
particularly in offshore energy and subsea 
innovation and we'd be mad not to maximise 
these. But clean and green growth is about more 
than the energy sector and as a region, we need to 
look at all future developments and strategies with 
a green lens to ensure this is at the forefront of our 
planning.  

What about the other strategically important 
areas of the LEP's Strategic Economic Plan (SEP) 
– digital, advanced manufacturing, health and 
life sciences, and energy? 
Despite, the impacts of COVID-19, we have seen 
our areas of strategic importance thrive in the face 
of it – I believe that four years of digital adoption 
was achieved in three months, we've seen a huge 
commitment from SSE and equinor, to locate their 
operations and maintenance base for Dogger Bank 
– that will be the world's largest wind farm - on 
the Tyne and through our strengths in health and 
life sciences, we are contributing to the quest for 
a vaccine. We need to retain our commitment to 
these areas, so they can continue to thrive.  
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Given that this issue of North East Times has 
a focus on professional services, can I ask 
specifically about the priorities in this area too? 
 The Strategic Economic Plan has four strategic 
areas and underlying and supporting these, 
are four service sectors – education, transport 
logistics, construction and financial and 
professional business services. Professional 
services are key to enabling economic growth and 
prosperity. We have sector strengths in the North 
East that we must maximise. If I look at the sector 
I have a background in – legal – we have very 
strong firms that are headquartered in the region 
as well as specialist expertise in niche areas of 
law, for example, the world of shipping, which is 
crucial to trade and international business.

You're also the chair of trustees at Newcastle's 
Live Theatre, so will know only too well the 
damaging impact COVID-19 has had to the 
region's cultural environment. How much will 
a drive to rekindle the North East artistic sector 
form part of your role at the LEP?
James Ramsbotham [chief executive of the North 
East England Chamber of Commerce] recently 
described the business sector as the heart and 
lungs of the region and the cultural sector as its 
soul and I agree with him wholeheartedly. I'm 
deeply troubled about the long-term survival 
of some of our key institutions in the city and 
the spirit and hope that these arts and cultural 
organisations bring to us. If I've been lobbied on 
one thing in the first weeks I've been LEP chair, 
it's been around supporting culture and arts in the 
region and recognising the economic benefits of 
that sector.

You've been heavily involved in the North East 
LEP's Strategic Economic Plan since its inception 
and have described the pandemic as having 
"taken us further away from [its] goals". Do you 
believe the target to create 100,000 more and 
better jobs by 2024 is therefore achievable?
I'm going to give a confident answer – yes. We 
have to go forward feeling confident that we can 
overcome the setback that arrived six months ago. 
Before COVID-19, we were doing really well in 
achieving our targets to create new and better jobs. 
There were some important strategies in place, and 
they're still there, and we know we can adapt and 

make them work again. 

If we are further away from this goal, how can we 
make up the shortfall?
By creating new jobs in the sectors that have 
become stronger because of the opportunities that 
the current climate has brought us.

So those businesses that have taken the 
opportunity to be more innovative and have 
pivoted and developed their business in different 
ways. We need to get behind and support them.

How do you describe what 'better' jobs mean?
I interpret 'better jobs' not only in terms of higher 
salaries but as 'good jobs', by which I mean those 
created by businesses that have great training 
in place, who develop their staff, have career 
progression and are secure jobs. 

What role will higher education play in ensuring 
better jobs for the region?
Universities have a  really strong role to play 
here, developing talented graduates to work in 
our North East businesses, providing workforce 
training and development,  delivering degree 
apprenticeships, playing a part in attracting new 
business to the region and crucially undertaking 
innovative research, which will help current 
businesses innovate and grow and create new 
businesses. We need to capture the imagination of 
the young people in the North East early about the 
amazing jobs in the region and the strength of the 
universities on our doorstep.  

Do you think that message is getting through to 
young people?
The last six months have made people 
introspective. We're all reflecting on what's 
important in our lives. We're asking – what do 
I want to do? Where do I want to be? Who do I 
want to be and who do I want to be with? It's the 
same with our younger people – and our students 
are reflecting on the qualities of the North East 
and the opportunities there are for them here.

Finally, what is your one message for the business 
community at present?
Keep focused, be confident and if there was ever 
a time for radical change and transformation, it's 
now.
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As a business with a long 
history in the North East – 
160 years, to be precise – we 
believe that our region has the 
strength, collaborative spirit 

and determination to come back fighting from 
coronavirus.

North P&I Club (North) has been based in the 
region since 1860, growing to become one of the 
world's leading maritime insurers with over 12 
per cent global market share – that means North 
insures one in every eight merchant ships that 
trade across the globe. 

Like many long-established organisations in 
the professional services sector, we enjoy our fair 
share of historical quirks. For example, like all of 
the leading global P&I Clubs, our year-end falls on 
February 20 every year – a date that, traditionally, 
sailing ships leaving the Tyne were taken from the 
winter lay-up and made ready to resume trade to 
ports in the Baltic.

From being at the heart of the global shipping 
trade, to becoming a hub of digital, scientific and 
manufacturing innovation, we've seen our region 
change beyond recognition.

What has remained consistent is the spirit 
of the people who live and work in the North 
East. The determination to succeed, to overcome 
barriers and to find unique solutions to real-world 
problems is what characterises those of us in this 
region, especially in the professional services 
sector.

It's this attitude that comes through time-and-
time again in our business. We regularly survey 
our members and policyholders on what they 
value most about the service we provide, and the 
friendliness, hard work and warmth of our team 
top the list year-after-year.

Over the years, our service offering at North 
and our global office network have grown 
substantially but our business has remained 
grounded and headquartered where it all began 
– on the banks of the River Tyne. Our purpose 
has always been the same too: to enable those we 

insure – shipowners, our members – to trade with 
confidence.

Our teams in the UK and overseas have 
demonstrated what it means to come together 
during challenging times, supporting each other 
and ensuring that our service to members remains 
unaffected. 

It's this spirit of comradeship and collaboration 
that will be key to the region in recovering from 
the economic impact of COVID-19. 

As businesses return to the workplace and we 
cautiously welcome the reopening of the wider 
economy, all of us in the North East must continue 
to bang the drum for our region.

We must work together, support each other 
through tough times, share vital insight on how 
best to weather what lies ahead, and consistently 
highlight the strengths the North East has to 
offer for businesses, partners and talent and to 
encourage more investment and governmental 
support for this great region.

Over the last 160 years, we've seen the 
professional services sector evolve and adapt to the 
changing needs of the global market. Now is the 
time for our region to demonstrate how adaptable 
and innovative we are. If we work together, we can 
and will emerge stronger from these challenging 
times–  just as we have in the past.

ADVERTISING FEATURE – BUSINESS 
North P&I Club

HOW PROFESSIONAL SERVICES 
CAN WEATHER THE STORM 
As the region's economy works to recover from the impact of coronavirus, Paul Jennings, chief 
executive of North P&I Club, explains how innovation and collaboration is the key to future 
success

NORTH P&I
www.nepia.com
@NorthPandIClub
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Law firm Womble Bond Dickinson 
(WBD) has advised award-winning 
robotics manufacturer Tharsus on 
the extension of its long-standing 
partnership with Ocado Group.

Northumberland-based Tharsus has been 
working with the online grocery giant for seven 
years, making the robots that the firm uses to pick 
groceries for delivery in its fulfilment centres. 

The extension of its partnership will see the firms 
continue working together until 2024 and the deal 
will also result in a multi-million-pound investment 
at the firm's Blyth sites, creating and safeguarding 
around 100 jobs in the North East and across the 
UK. 

A multidisciplinary team of lawyers from WBD 
advised on the deal, which was led by Newcastle-
based partners Robert Phillips and Peter Snaith. The 
firm provided key commercial expertise.

Robert Phillips, Tharsus client partner at WBD, 
comments: "Helping our clients to support the 
North East economy is an important strategic goal 
for WBD. We're thrilled to have advised Tharsus on 
this exciting development for the business, which 
will generate investment, innovation and create 
new jobs in the region. Our strong commercial 
expertise, coupled with our cross-sector knowledge 
in manufacturing and technology enabled us to 
secure the best possible outcome for our client."

Brian Palmer, chief executive of Tharsus adds: 

"We are excited to continue our long-standing 
relationship with Ocado and push the boundaries of 
a rapidly evolving sector. Aside from the innovation 
gains to be made, the partnership will bring new 
investment and jobs to the local area. We were 
founded in the North East and are proud to be a 
focal point of the community here.

"We are extremely grateful for the expertise and 
commitment of the WBD team in delivering this 
transaction. It was essential for us to have access 
to the level of experience and technical expertise 
from a local team with the resources and reach of a 
large national firm. WBD is well known for its track 
record in the manufacturing and technology sectors 
and was the law firm of choice to guide us through 
the complex legal issues and help us achieve a good 
result for all."

Peter Snaith and Robert Phillips form part of the 
manufacturing sector team at WBD. Based in the 
firm's Newcastle office, they lead a team of lawyers 
in the North East – with access to wider expertise 
nationally – which focuses on supporting the 
manufacturing sector. Historic relationships include 
regional and national manufacturing businesses 
ranging from international brand names through to 
growing and substantial regional owner-managed 
and SME businesses.  

This large and dedicated team bring genuine 
understanding and cross-sector expertise, 
which enable them to provide value-added 
services to manufacturing sector businesses. The 
team's active participation in regional industry 
support associations like North East Automotive 
Alliance, NEPIC and NOF also demonstrate 
strong credentials and deep understanding of 
the opportunities and challenges facing sector 
businesses. 

With deep roots in the North East and its largest 
UK office based in Newcastle, WBD is committed 
to playing its part in the rejuvenation of the North 
East by using its local, national and international 
reach and expertise to benefit the region's leading 
sectors, businesses, people and organisations.

ADVERTISING FEATURE – LAW 
Womble Bond Dickinson

The Northumberland-based manufacturer will continue to supply robots to the online grocery 
giant until 2024

WBD ADVISES THARSUS ON 
MULTI-MILLION POUND OCADO 
DEAL 

WOMBLE BOND DICKINSON
www.womblebonddickinson.com/uk
@WBD_UK
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COVID-19 has brought huge 
financial implications to many, 
both on an economic and personal 
scale. Unfortunately, it has also 
brought into focus the financial 

challenges faced by many women. 
The London School of Economics recently 

highlighted that women are more likely to lose 
their jobs in the recession1 while the IMF also 
warned that the pandemic had jeopardised any 
progress that women have made over the last three 
decades in closing the economic gender gap2.

For many, working later, longer, or harder, 
or even just buying less, may seem like the only 
answers to this issue, but there are other ways that 
women can build a healthier savings pot and close 
the economic gap.

Build a safety net: It's often recommended 
that individuals have between three and six 
months' worth of their regular expenses saved 
in a 'rainy day' fund as protection for unforeseen 
emergencies. While it's not possible for everyone 
to save this much, trying to save a little can build 
up to a bigger pot over time.

Save sooner: Young women should think about 
their long-term financial future from an early 
age. Whatever goals you have will usually need to 
be saved for and so getting into the savings habit 
as early as possible will help you to benefit from 
compound interest. 

Save more: While auto-enrolment has meant 
that the majority of employees are saving into 
a pension, it may not necessarily be enough for 
a comfortable retirement, particularly if you 
take into consideration career breaks. Even 
contributing just one per cent extra of your salary 
into a workplace pension from early on could 
close the gender pension gap3.

Avoid too much cash: One key reason for the 
expanding gender savings gap is that women 
tend to hold cash savings rather than investing. 
Although it's essential to hold some cash for 
an emergency, when deposit interest rates are 
consistently below the rate of inflation, you may 
find you lose some of the spending power of your 
money by holding savings in cash.

Consider investing: One-in-five women currently 
hold investments versus one-in-three men4. At 
a time of exceptionally low interest rates, it's 
important to understand how inflation can nibble 
away at your savings, reducing purchasing power. 
Over the long-term, stock markets have shown 
historical returns above inflation – the added risk 
has the potential for added reward, and longer-
term investments are more likely to weather the 
ups and downs of the stock markets.

You can lower the level of risk by spreading 
money across different types of investment, 
known as a 'portfolio'. 

A diversified portfolio helps reduce the risk 
of your overall investments underperforming 
or losing money. Although, it is important to 
remember that all investments are inherently risky.

1 blogs.lse.ac.uk/politicsandpolicy/gender-and-covid19/
2 blogs.imf.org/2020/07/21/the-covid-19-gender-gap/
3 www.fidelity.co.uk/women-and-money/?p=0&c=10
4 yougov.co.uk/topics/politics/articles-reports/2018/04/12/over-half-women-have-never-held-investment-product

ADVERTISING FEATURE – FINANCE 
Rathbones

HOW TO OFFSET THE IMPACT OF 
THE GENDER SAVINGS GAP 
By Kirstie McKeown, financial planning director at Rathbones 

RATHBONES
For more information contact 

Kirstie on Kirstie.McKeown@
rathbones.com
www.rathbones.com

The price or value of investments, 

and the income derived from 

them, can go down as well as up 

and an investor may get back 

less than the amount invested.

Rathbone Financial Planning is 

a part of Rathbones. Rathbones 

is a trading name of Rathbone 

Investment Management Limited, 

which is authorised by the 

Prudential Regulation Authority 

and regulated by the Financial 

Conduct Authority and the 

Prudential Regulation Authority.
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The work of the North East England 
Chamber of Commerce is very 
much member-led, championing 
businesses of all sizes from the length 
and breadth of the region including 

Nissan, Greggs, Visualsoft, PD Ports and Gateshead 
College. 

Every year, after consultations and vigorous 
debates, the membership sets a clear set of priorities 
for the Chamber team to focus its activities. 

Stronger North East is an ambitious 'to-do' list 
for the coming year and has five key areas - with 
the aim of creating dynamic places, attracting 
investment and creating jobs. 

This work will strive to make the North East 
more influential – to get the region's voice heard 
on the national stage – more connected – to ensure 
there's first-class digital and transport connectivity 
– and more competitive – with a clear focus on 

boosting the economy through supply chains.  
The importance of international trade is also 

at the heart of Stronger North East with support 
for businesses looking for global opportunities for 
growth, while the final area is focused on creating a 
dynamic region with vibrant centres and innovative 
companies. 

Jonathan Walker, director of policy at the North 
East England Chamber of Commerce, (pictured) 
says: "The pandemic has given our members severe 
challenges but we are here to support them and 
have campaigned successfully for measures to get 
Government help.   

"What has become clear in our conversations 
with businesses is that any recovery in our region 
must be built on several principles. We must 
leverage the renewed sense of community that 
we have seen during this crisis and never lose 
sight of the importance of fairness, both between 

ADVERTISING FEATURE – BUSINESS  
North East England Chamber of Commerce 

How the North East England Chamber of Commerce is in a unique position to support the 
region's business community in these unprecedented times

STRENGTH IN NUMBERS
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and within regions. Our recovery must address 
long-term goals such as sustainability and ensure 
that businesses are able to make the most of every 
opportunity available to them. 

"These principles will be the benchmark for 
all our work and also be the measurement by 
which we judge the Government's response to our 
campaigns. We cannot rely solely on others to build 
this recovery for us; we must do what we can for 
ourselves. 

"There has been a great deal of talk of 'levelling 
up' regions such as ours. We have heard much of 
this political rhetoric before but now is the time for 
a serious national plan to close the economic gaps 
between regions. 

"This will mean fundamental changes to both 
national policies and funding allocations across 
the board to meet the specific objective of reducing 
regional inequality. 

"Alongside this, further devolution of decision 
making is essential to give greater local control over 
how that money is spent." 

The pandemic has generated intense debate on 
town centres and their future. Stronger North East's 
recommendations on this issue include sustainable 

support for independent start-ups in town centres 
and repurposing key spaces in them to ensure they 
are effectively used to stimulate economic growth.  

It also stresses the importance of Government 
and businesses working together closely to 
overcome current economic challenges.   

Support for the culture, arts and hospitality 
sectors is also key. The Chamber's view is that 
Government needs to recognise their important 
role in regeneration and improving the quality of 
life in the region. 

'Together we grow stronger' is the Chamber's 
watchword and it passionately advocates for its 
members who are also calling on Government to 
help unlock North East potential. 

Kevin Bell, partner at Womble Bond Dickinson, 
says: "Improvements to the North East's transport, 
digital and energy infrastructure is critical to enable 
the region to contribute to the UK's economic 
recovery. Investment in infrastructure is essential as 
part of the levelling up agenda, in creating a green 
recovery and in maintaining our international links 
in a post-Brexit landscape."  

Graeme Mason, planning and corporate affairs 
director at Newcastle International Airport, adds:  
"It has never been more important for the North 
East to have a powerful voice to ensure our region 
is globally connected and able to exploit every 
opportunity for growth. We have challenges ahead 
but a proud history of collaboration and endeavour 
that, with the right Government support, will 
generate economic success."  

Steph Edusei, chief executive at St Oswald's 
Hospice, adds: "St Oswald's Hospice is a 
community-led regional charity and we truly 
understand the strength, value and importance of 
working with, and for, our communities. To truly 
thrive and not just survive this pandemic and 
beyond, to help build a stronger and more resilient 
North East, we must continue to be adaptable, 
create alliances and support one another." 

Darren Hankey, principal at Hartlepool College 
of Further Education adds: ''We believe that world-
class education is key to ensuring that all people, 
regardless of background, can reach their full 
potential. It will also help to ensure businesses in 
our region have access to a talented workforce with 
the skills they need to grow. In a very challenging 
time, renewed and sustained investment and focus 
on our education system, in all its forms, will lay the 
groundwork for a Stronger North East."

NORTH EAST ENGLAND 
CHAMBER OF COMMERCE  
www.neechamber.co.uk
@NEEChamber
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At both our Durham head office 
and our new office at Gosforth, 
which opened in September 
last year, we've had a long-held 
practice of remote and flexible 

working at EMG Solicitors.
Little did any of us think when we set the 

business up six years ago, how invaluable being 
cloud-based and paperless would be when the 
world faced the threat caused by COVID-19.

Even before the Prime Minister announced 
lockdown, we had decided to ask our team to 
work from home and, because we had all the 
necessary systems and infrastructure in place, it 
was a relatively seamless transition.

To be able to say to clients that it was pretty 
much business as usual, just without face-to-face 
meetings, was hugely reassuring to for them 
and our team at a time when there was so much 
uncertainty locally, regionally, nationally and 
internationally.

Our team have been extremely committed and 
worked tirelessly during the past few months and 

while both offices are now open again – with, of 
course, social distancing in place – some of our 
team continue to work from home.

The phrase the 'new normal' is becoming 
increasingly used and that's certainly true when it 
comes to how we are all working. 

We're glad to say that we've reached the perfect 
balance of agile working, which allows us to 
achieve our most important aim – giving our 
clients the service they need.

It's also been important to keep staff morale up 
at times when you're not all in the office or seeing 
each other on a daily basis so we ensured regular 
contact with every team member to check in and 
make sure nobody ever felt isolated or without 
access to a listening ear. The Ringtons hampers 
and team quiz nights helped too! 

It was equally important to us to keep up our 
commitment to support charities and good causes 
and we're proud we've been able to do that.

Last December we set up – with the County 
Durham Community Foundation – the EMG 
Community Fund where we pledged to support a 
range of good causes.

We initially held £34,000 in our fund and 
were delighted that in January the first round of 
payments were made to some really important 
services.

One of the first beneficiaries was Newcastle 
Women's Aid to provide DAFS (Domestic Abuse 
Flexible Support) services, more important than 
ever because of the difficulties many women faced 
during lockdown.

A donation also went to the Millin Charity, a 
Local Enterprise Gateshead project, which helps 
support women who are unable to get access to 
employment for a variety of reasons.

The last donation in this round went to Laurel 
Avenue Association, which provides peer support 
for disadvantaged young women to provide 
positive experiences.

While many of these organisations have had to 
put their work on hold, once they can start again 
we know these donations will be put to good use.

ADVERTISING FEATURE – LAW 
EMG Solicitors 

The world as we know it has changed beyond all recognition in the last few months, meaning that 
many companies have had to adapt and change to cope with the challenges caused by COVID-19. 
Emma Gaudern, managing director of EMG Solicitors, explains how her team have dealt with this 
unprecedented situation

CHANGING WITH THE TIMES 
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At EMG, we see supporting the wider 
community as an integral part of our job and, 
during the early days of the pandemic, we 
contributed a further £2500 to the Foundation's 
COVID Emergency Fund, which went towards 
helping charities that were supporting key workers 
and front line staff.

One of the effects of coronavirus is that it has 
made many people see the importance of having 
their affairs in order and ensuring their loved ones 
are provided for and that their personal wishes are 
carried out.

Writing wills is a part of what our team does on 
a daily basis and while understandably nobody 
wants to think about dying, for many people this 
outbreak was a wake-up call to recognise the need 
to have one.

For NHS workers at the time, this was even 
more important and we are glad to say we helped 
out by writing 50 wills at no cost to give these 
front line fighters peace of mind.

We can never stress enough how vital it is 
for everyone to have a will and to have proper 
instructions in place, not just for yourself but for 
your family.

Hopefully it will be a long time before it has to 
be acted on but organising now can save a lot of 
heartache at a later date.

Wills, trusts and probate are just one of the 
many areas of the law we deal with at EMG and 
I'm delighted that over the years we've managed to 
extend our offering by recruiting experts across a 
wide range of disciplines. 

Along with our busy family law department 
and Court of Protection work, we also deal with 
employment law, residential conveyancing, 
commercial property, disputes and litigation and 
family mediation.

We've adapted our services during coronavirus 
so that clients can talk to us via video or telephone 
so they know that we're always available to support 
them.

One of the latest strings to the EMG bow is the 
introduction of mediation services within our 

family team and employment within the dispute 
resolution team, with specialists who are already 
supporting clients with issues in these areas.

We know that despite the problems and worries 
that coronavirus has – and continues – to cause, 
the world still has to function.

We are fully aware that our clients need our help 
across a whole host of areas and it is our job to 
continue to provide those services no matter what.

I think we've been particularly good at doing 
that because of a number of factors – a talented 
and dedicated team who always want to go above 
and beyond and the fact that we've channelled 
our 'inner chameleon' – by adapting to the ever-
changing situation.

Nobody knows what the future will hold but 
let's be hopeful that our world will start to return 
to some degree of normality – and we at EMG 
are here to support our clients through whatever 
challenges they face.

EMG SOLICITORS   
Photo (above): Emma Gaudern

www.emgsolicitors.com
@EMGSolicitors
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Richard Brown is chief financial officer at 
Melius Cyber Consultancy. A North East 
native, he studied at Manchester University 
before going onto chartered accountancy 
work with Price Waterhouse, also in 
Manchester. He moved into corporate finance 
within the newly-formed PwC and worked 
on private equity and PLC transactions. He 
then moved back to the North East and 
worked as finance director and managing 
director in the construction sector. After 
the 2008/9 recession, he continued in the 
hire sector, and has interests in recruitment 
and cybersecurity. Away from work, he is 
keen on all sports and, having hung up his 
playing boots, is now a rugby referee for the 
Northumberland Society. He enjoys walking 
in the lakes and is a passionate member 
of Method Training, at Kingston Park. He is 
married and has two children

THE LONG GAME

INTERVIEW  
Richard Brown
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PAST
Entry into the Big Six (now four) accountancy 
practices has always been competitive because 
the career prospects inside and outside of practice 
are huge. You are also gaining an international 
qualification, and with business decisions and 
financial planning the same the world over, you 
can take the qualification anywhere (language 
permitting). 

When I was training, you only ever saw part 
of the picture. However, when I qualified and 
transferred to corporate finance, it was like having 
the lights turned on as I got to see all aspects of the 
business and was suddenly interacting with the 
decision-makers. 

At that time, there were a lot of private equity 
deals going on and quite a few public to private 
transactions too. The other major worry in the late 
90s was the millennium and the tech bubble crash.

PRESENT 
I am chief financial officer of Melius Cyber 
Consultancy and am still involved in the 
hire sector as the finance director of iThena 
Recruitment (a niche tech recruiter), so I am 
wearing many hats. 

The needs of each business are different; 
established businesses need stability, but also to 
be challenged and be self-reflecting – you are 
never always getting it right. Newer growing 
businesses need to focus on cash burn and getting 
value for money. For every Facebook there are a 
million failures. For me, the sector doesn’t matter, 
the people and the ideas are the key. Once you 

can understand the drivers of a business and its 
market, you should be able to adapt your skill set. 

The biggest change over my career is the 
reliance in every industry on technology. 
COVID-19 has emphasised this even more – 
companies need to be more flexible in how they 
deliver their services and clients/customers still 
need to believe they are getting a full service. Of 
course, this all needs to be done securely, which is 
the market opportunity for Melius.

FUTURE
I see a very digital future. For example, my 
children are using a whole suite of tech products 
at school. 

The drive to develop greener energy, the new 
work normal as office use potentially declines and 
the need to do global business without travel – 
these all require skilled professional IT developers 
and as we use this tech we need to do it safely and 
securely. I am focused on being at the centre of 
this growth. 

We have used 2020 to develop our brands to 
utilise social media marketing and other tools to 
reach out to clients and let them know what we 
can do to help. I am really excited about our recent 
launch of MELCaaS, which is our Cybersecurity as 
a Service product. It provides 24/7 monitoring for 
your network and tech estate. 

I know 2020 has been a disaster and that many 
people will lose businesses or their job. I have been 
there. But the sun will still come up and they will 
recover. We need to continue to be innovative and 
driven. It is what comes next that matters most.

MELIUS CYBER 
CONSULTANCY
www.meliuscyber.com

i
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SINTONS
Photos: (left) Christopher Welch 

and (right) David Pritchard

www.sintons.co.uk
@SintonsLaw
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In a competitive legal marketplace, Sintons 
is staying true to its roots, while investing in 
looking to the future, to ensure it continues to 
stand out from the crowd. 

The firm, founded in 1896, has recently 
rebranded, in a move inspired by acknowledging its 
long and proud heritage, while creating an identity 
which remains timeless yet also fresh and new. 

In a bold statement, Sintons removed any 
mention of the fact it is a law firm from its brand.

"This was a very conscious decision and one we 
believe shows our confidence in our brand and the 
quality of service we deliver. We see our position in 
the business community as such that we don't need 
a pre- or suffix to say what we do," says Christopher 
Welch, Sintons' managing partner. 

"We are building on our long history of 
excellence and taking it forward, while ensuring our 
clients continue to be at the front, back and centre 
of everything we do, which is what the Sintons 
brand and business is built on."

Head of marketing David Pritchard, who led the 
rebrand project, agrees. 

"There aren't many firms with the depth and 
breadth of experience we have, who have the 
capability to do what we do, and our brand reflects 
the no-nonsense approach and the quality you can 
expect from Sintons," he says. 

"This new identity shows we are a progressive 
law firm; we don't stand still and challenge the 
status quo. We do stand out from the crowd, and 
rightly so - a lot of work goes into ensuring we are 
constantly innovating and leading the way." 

The firm's digital presence is one area in which 
Sintons - winner of five awards at the Northern Law 
Awards 2019, including Law Firm of the Year – is 
regularly hailed as a market leader. 

Its website is among the fastest-growing legal 
sites in the UK, with a 64 per cent increase in 
traffic during the second quarter of 2020 – a 
period covering the development of Sintons' online 
COVID-19 portal. 

"We have become known as a resource and a 
forum where people can visit to find out exactly 
what they need to know," says award-winning 
David. 

"During lockdown, we saw a huge increase in 
traffic, which was for that very reason. We were 
writing relevant and tailored content which helped 
to give clarity at a time when that was hard to find 
elsewhere."

Christopher continues: "We have invested in 
our digital presence for several years, and that has 
resulted in us being increasingly strong in this area. 
We can deliver real-time information to clients 
quickly, tailored to what is relevant to them and 
their business.

"We have acted nationally in several areas of the 
business for many years, but through our increasing 
use of digital, this has removed any geographical 
boundaries completely. Digital will be increasingly 
important and our existing online presence, 
coupled with the strength of our reputation and our 
rebrand, puts Sintons in a very good position for 
the future." 

ADVERTISING FEATURE – LAW 
Sintons

Law firm Sintons is looking to the future with confidence, with its recent rebrand creating a 
bold new identity and its digital presence continuing to break new ground. Managing partner 
Christopher Welch and David Pritchard, head of marketing, discuss how both factors play a key 
role in Sintons' future

INVESTING IN THE FUTURE WHILE 
BUILDING ON THE PAST 
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Since the introduction of lockdown 
in mid-March, businesses have 
been adapting to the impact of 
COVID-19.

Some sectors have found 
themselves on the right side of the demand and 
impact curve, with stunning examples producing 
sales of over 1500 per cent month-on-month. 
Other industries, such as the travel and hospitality 
sectors, have sadly been decimated by lockdowns 
both in the UK and internationally. 

Reacting to the ever-changing environment, 
businesses have spent the last seven months 
addressing issues and attempting to tackle threats. 

These rapid changes have included a sudden 
need to equip staff with digital solutions to work 
from home. For others, it has been essential to 
pivot into new areas.

For many businesses reflecting on their current 
circumstances, many are now looking at their 
margins, costs, workforce and payment terms, 
as well as assessing their stock movements, aged 
debtors, creditors and cashflow management in 
microscopic detail. 

Most should have examined their supply chair 
and put immediate and necessary plans in place. 
However, it is critical that business leaders do not 
just plan for the short term but also plan for 2021 
and 2022.

COVID-19 and the global lockdown has taught 
us that businesses need to reevaluate their models 
and structures and continually test these to ensure 
they remain fit for purpose. The impacts of the 
pandemic are far from over and management 
teams need to be prepared for the long game.

Lockdown has taught us our workforce and 
talent are critical and in the right environments 
can work and indeed thrive from home with the 
correct digital support, tools, and processes. But 
this is balanced by the impact lockdown has had 
on people's health and emotional state – looking 
after families, being home alone and various other 
factors. 

The surge in digital and the automation of 
services and processes are being brought forward 
partly funded by Government support packages 

and other reallocated funding. 
Businesses that have pondered and delayed in 

moving to digital are now aggressively advancing 
projects to be ready to cope with the new normal 
with agile, lean and efficient revised business 
models. These reformed structures and improved 
processes will provide exceptional customer and 
employee experience. 

Understanding consumer behaviour is critical 
as the knock-on effect on the supply chain 
cannot be understated. We have seen what 
can only be described as erratic spending and 
consumers moving en masse to online platforms, 
which places traditional delivery models under 
enormous pressure. Companies need to work out 
how to meet the demands and requirement for 
their product on a platform consumers want. 

We are experiencing companies looking to 
return their production, or sourcing of product 
in the supply chain, back to the UK. At the 
very least, firms are seeking to cover the risk 
element that COVID-19 revealed by developing 
a strategy to fulfil, for example protecting their 
bases by splitting their risk between multi shoring 
solutions, a huge opportunity for local businesses. 

On a positive note, across the North East many 
businesses are taking this 'adapt-and-thrive' 
challenge on, moving at speed to make decisions. 
Talented and creative people are proactively 
looking at ways to innovate and improve their 
business models and strategy.

Businesses will adapt and overcome and we will 
continue to do all we can to assist them on this 
journey.

ADVERTISING FEATURE – DEVELOPMENT 
Scaleup North East 

Scaleup North East is supporting the region's businesses to assess their operations and make the 
necessary changes to succeed in these challenging times. Scaleup partner Jon Symonds explains 
more

ADAPT AND THRIVE 

SCALEUP NORTH EAST
RTC North is delivering Scaleup 

North East in conjunction with 

the North East Local Enterprise 

Partnership (LEP). The programme 

is part-funded by the European 

Regional Development Fund 

(ERDF). It is aimed at supporting 

North East-based businesses that 

can demonstrate both the hunger 

and the potential to achieve high 

levels of growth. 

www.scaleupnortheast.co.uk

i

“On a positive note, across 
the North East many 

businesses are taking this 
'adapt-and-thrive' challenge 
on, moving at speed to make 

decisions" 
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A 
single job vacancy now receives 
more than 250 applications 
on average: a direct result of 
COVID-19. Many are finding 
themselves out of work in an 

aggressive job market and, more than ever, 
businesses are requiring digital to be part of the 
applicant's skillset. Since June 2020 alone, we've 
seen an increase in digital vacancies by 36 per cent.

Skills initiatives must respond to this new 
demand for digital skills. While there are already 
a number of funded initiatives to support people 
back into work, there are still gaps that need to be 
plugged.  The Government's Kickstart Scheme, 
for example, is designed to support people into 
employment, but is only available to young people 
aged 16 to 24. 

The Kickstart Scheme is also only available to 
businesses that have 30 or more opportunities, 
which seems unfair to the significant number of 
SME businesses who may only have a need for one 
apprentice within their business. That's particularly 
interesting when we consider that the majority of 
companies in the North East are micro to small 
enterprises.

So, what is happening on-the-ground in the 
North East? 

We have spoken to two local organisations to 
learn more about the great work they are doing to 
help plug the digital skills gap.

Professor Alastair Irons, academic dean for 
Faculty of Technology, University of Sunderland, 
says: "The universities and other training providers 
are working together to address the challenges 
created by COVID-19. 

"It has become apparent as we deal with 
COVID-19 that there is a huge demand for digital 
skills in the region. In order to retrain and reskill 
people there is an opportunity to help develop these 
digital skills. 

"The North East universities are involved with 
the Institute of Coding and, through the IoC, are 

providing training and courses to those seeking 
to reskill. In addition, the universities are offering 
discounts on courses for those who have been 
impacted by redundancy."  

Scott Urwin, regional employment engagement 
manager at Baltic Apprenticeships, adds: "At Baltic, 
our focus throughout the pandemic has been 
around how we can best support our employers and 
keep opportunities open for young people across 
the North East. We aim to create 250 jobs for people 
in the region this year, and with new Government 
incentives for apprentice employers, we're on our 
way to achieving this.

"This funding could be absolutely 
transformational for the North East tech sector. 
Alongside a much-needed cash boost for businesses 
– up to £3000 – the scheme encourages employers 
to grow their own talent and invest in the digital 
skills they'll need for the future."  

At Sunderland Software City, we've refined our 
own Go Reboot skills programme, which helps 
individuals understand how their skills can be used 
in a digital economy, and how they can develop new 
digital skills aligned with local growth strategies.

As a region, it is crucial that we collaborate 
to address the digital skills gap, working closely 
with training providers, education providers and 
industry to make sure that job seekers will have the 
best possible chance of securing work. 

ADVERTISING FEATURE – TECH 
Sunderland Software City 

HOW THE DEMAND AND SUPPLY 
FOR SKILLS INITIATIVES IS 
CHANGING
The way we work, recruit and seek jobs has changed forever. As skills providers, we must adjust to 
these changes in demand, says Jill McKinney, head of skills at Sunderland Software City

SUNDERLAND SOFTWARE 
CITY
To learn more about SSC's digital 

skills and training initiatives, 

contact Jill McKinney, head 

of skills, at Jill.McKinney@
sunderlandsoftwarecity.com
www.sunderlandsoftwarecity.
com

i
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Sometimes in life, it’s not where you 
start but where you finish.

For Paul Drake, that maxim 
could easily read as a precis of his 
CV.

As co-founder and director of operations at 
Stockton’s Sapere Software, he today sits at the 
vanguard of digital innovation as the company 
designs, develops and rolls out mobile and web 
platform technology for clients including the 
NHS.

But it wasn’t always so.
As a fresh-faced teenager, Paul gutted scampi at 

a factory in Whitby, North Yorkshire.
It didn’t take him long to realise the job, quite 

literally, stank.
“All I did every day was remove entrails,” he 

says.
“My hands would get stained from curry-

infused scampi and you couldn’t even hold a 
conversation because the big speakers were always 
blaring out the local radio.

“It was like being in a really cold, smelly 
nightclub – I was only there a few months.”

For all his repugnance, it wasn’t the first time 
Paul, who originally hails from Guisborough, in 
east Cleveland, had found himself in a less than 
desirable job – nor would it be the last.

He began his working life as an 18-year-old in 
a Whitby dairy after the realities of impending 
fatherhood altered his plans for a career in civil 
engineering.

“I re-sat my school exams at college and then 
did a diploma for two years,” he says.

“However, we then found out we were having a 
baby, which obviously meant I couldn’t go away to 
study civil engineering, so I tried – but failed – to 

get a job in the sector,” adds the former Laurence 
Jackson School pupil.

What it meant was an agency role moving 
pallets of UHT milk off a production line.

“I couldn’t do it,” laughs Paul, “the crates kept 
stacking up and I was forever pressing the button 
for someone to help me.”

But when his scampi venture foundered, Paul 
returned to where he’d started, cleaning equipment 
used to process milk and make yoghurt, cottage 
cheese and cream. 

Things, though, failed to improve.
“The first time I reached into a vat for machine 

parts, the top of my arm got covered in caustic 
soda because my gauntlets only came up to my 
elbows.

“It’s no fun when something is burning the hairs 
off your arms.

“We also had to fill buckets with hazardous 
liquids out the back of the factory – hoping they 
didn’t splash everywhere as we did.

“On one occasion though, it was so dark I 
had to move my visor to see and I ended up with 
caustic soda in my eye, which made it clamp shut.

“I thought I was going to lose my sight.”
After speaking to management, Paul was 

offered a role making cottage cheese, which, 
although “one of the best jobs in the creamery”, 
only reiterated an ever-growing desire to find true 
career fulfilment. 

“I’d been there for about three years – by this 
time I’d bought an ex-council house and I kept 
thinking to myself, ‘I’ve got to do something better 
with my life’.

“I remember being in Middlesbrough shopping 
one day and looking at the magazines in WH 
Smith.

INTERVIEW 
Paul Drake

Paul Drake's first brushes with the working world were inauspicious to say the least. Having left 
a milk processing role for a job removing scampi entrails, he returned to the dairy sector, only 
to find cottage cheese production a similarly lacklustre endeavour. Crucially, however, he didn’t 
give up on his ambitions and a chance musing of magazines in WH Smith set him on a digital 
path. Today, Paul is co-founder of Stockton-based Sapere Software, which continues to grow as 
it supports clients’ technological transformations. Here, he tells Steven Hugill about his career, the 
harsh realities of early employment and the importance of never giving up on a dream

THE PATH TOWARDS 
A TRUE CALLING



53



54

“There were tonnes of computer publications 
with loads of jobs in them and I began imagining 
going for something like that.

“So I signed up for a business computing 
degree course with Stockton and Billingham 
Technical College, which was in conjunction with 
the University of Sunderland, and started night 
classes.

“I transferred to Teesside University to complete 
my studies after a year.”

Around the same time, Paul – who was still 

working at the creamery – discovered The Data 
Processing Company, which operated out of a 
three-storey house overlooking Staithes’ harbour 
on the North Yorkshire coast.

Ran by Lawrence Stroud, it had developed the 
Zipcount software application, which managed 
data and mined information for operators such as 
travel agents.

When the firm advertised a junior development 
role, Paul applied, but what ensued was another 
tumultuous period.

“I had an interview but then failed a test,” he 
recalls.

“I was distraught, so I emailed Lawrence 
back, asking if I could come in for some unpaid 
experience.

“He took sympathy and offered me a job. I was 
the happiest man in the world – but things soon 
started to unpick.

“I just didn’t have the basic knowledge 
and Lawrence offered me a role on the data 
clearing side of things, which removed people’s 
information when they’d moved on.

“But that began to unravel too, and I was let go.
“I was so embarrassed that I told everyone I’d 

been made redundant.”
Though scarred by his experiences, Paul 

doubled down and began self-tuition, which was 
when a Lotus Notes software development job 
arose with Wilton Centre-based operator DuPont 
Knowledge Management.

“I’d bought a computer and was teaching myself 
the basics of software development,” he says.

“I was still studying for my degree too but had a 
great intern at DuPont who taught me the ropes.

“Things snowballed from there – I was given 
projects ahead of others and they moved me into a 
side office with my name on the door,” smiles Paul.

It was, however, to prove transitory as sweeping 
changes to DuPont’s global network brushed Paul’s 
role from its roster.

He quickly found work with Kirkleatham-based 
Data Images, impressing clients with his diligence 
and technical nous.

But, when the firm changed tack and began 
writing software for local authority disabled 
transport services, so too did Paul.

Working with future business partner Shaun 
Merifield – who had previously departed Data 
Images for contractor work with steel firm Corus 

INTERVIEW 
Paul Drake
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SAPERE SOFTWARE
www.sapere.co.uk
@sapere_software
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– Paul began sowing the seeds for Sapere.
“I was getting jobs with chemical companies 

like Johnson Matthey and Huntsman,” he says, 
“and wrote a platform for the latter that the chief 
executive called world-class and wanted to roll out 
across the whole firm.

“However, companies using Lotus Notes began 
to change direction and I wanted out of where I 
was.

“So, one day Shaun and I just said, ‘let’s do 
something’.

Having engaged the services of a Redcar-based 
business support organisation, the duo launched 
their endeavour in 2009 from Shaun’s dining table, 
though they were soon left to chew on something 
rather unpleasant.

“We went into it completely blind and it was 
a huge learning curve to understand accounts, 
finance and legal documents,” explains Paul.

“We’d called the business Logica Software and 
had cards printed, but then one day a 50-page legal 
document thwacked through the letterbox.

“It warned us the title was already in use, which 
was a huge shock.

“We needed a new name fast and consulted the 
Latin dictionary, which is where we found Sapere 
Aude.

“It means 'dare to know', which we thought 
summed up the business well, so we took off the 
Aude and went from there.”

The pair secured space at Teesside University’s 
Victoria Building – a known hothouse for 
innovative start-ups – and tapped into advice 
across areas such as sales and marketing, before 
moving into the institution’s Phoenix Building 
around 12 months later.

“The business changed after about a year,” says 
Paul.

“We saw the emergence of Apple and the 
momentum with apps and we thought ‘let’s get 
into this mobile world’. 

“From that point, Sapere began growing into 
what it is today.

“We worked on a proof of concept project for 
Procter & Gamble pretty early on and that helped 
us find the recipe for us as a software company.”

The formula Paul refers to goes beyond 
simple software creation, with Sapere offering 
comprehensive consultancy packages that tailor 
technology to a business’ individual needs.

“We look at organisations in detail, which 
helps identify how we can improve services,” 
says Paul, who reveals the business recently 
delivered a workshop to support Stockton-based 
Jacksons Law Firm’s efforts to raise efficiency and 
competitiveness while generating new revenues.

“Another good example is our work with the 
Wilton Centre’s Absolute Antibody, which has 
helped them move from spreadsheets and Access 
databases to a web application.”

However, Sapere – now based in Stockton’s 
Fusion Hive – is also a company of social 
commitment.

Its free Quevel app, unveiled in the summer, 
aids social distancing in the COVID-19 world by 
providing users with live updates on how busy 
stores and offices are.

“One of the guys developed it in the time we 
offer staff to work on their ideas,” says Paul.

“It is a very simple solution to a problem that 
is going to become more important as we move 
towards winter and the possibility of queuing 
outside stores in the cold, wind and rain.

“Any business can access Quevel and users don’t 
need to pass on their personal details either.

“It shows what kind of business we are,” he 
adds.

“We want to be involved in everything where 
software will be a crucial part going forwards, 
be it COVID-19, 5G, decarbonisation, machine 
learning or artificial intelligence.

“We want to be the go-to guys, the first name on 
customers’ lips, the conduit to success.”
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I don't think any education provider could have 
been fully prepared for the events of this year, 
or the potential long-term impact of them. 

Learning from home during lockdown 
looked very different for every young person, 

but the critical role that education has in society 
definitely became very clear. I think perhaps 
that is why, despite introducing increasingly 
stricter regulations again, the Government seems 
determined to keep schools and colleges open. I 
absolutely agree that it is crucial.

A number of news reports released over the 
past few months have indicated that it is younger 
people who will be disproportionately affected by 

this pandemic. 
In fact, months of remote learning and home 

schooling, cancelled exams and delays to results 
have already disadvantaged them. Looking ahead, 
our students and graduates are now facing the 
prospect of being newly qualified in a job market 
that is more competitive than ever.

The single most important thing that we can do 
as a college and a university centre, is to ensure 
that our focus remains on helping our students 
reach their potential, achieve the best results they 
can and gain as much hands-on experience as they 
can too. That means making sure their education 
continues with as little disruption as possible.

ADVERTISING FEATURE – EDUCATION  
Newcastle College 

As the UK shifts to adjust to another round of regulations and changes in the fight against 
COVID-19, the Government's biggest challenge appears to be balancing the recovery of a fragile 
economy with the health and wellbeing of the population. With the recent reopening of schools, 
colleges and universities, how are education providers dealing with this balancing act and 
stepping up to help students amid the new normal? Scott Bullock, principal at Newcastle College 
explains just how critical education is on the road to recovery

INVEST IN THE NEXT GENERATION 
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This is a challenge, as it will be for every 
education provider. Safety and security have 
always been high on our priorities but creating 
and maintaining a 'COVID-secure' learning 
environment is not something we ever thought 
we would need to do. We've worked really hard to 
put all of the right measures in place, despite the 
changing goalposts.

We must now focus on the challenge of 
continuing to provide excellent education, 
practical learning and a great student experience 
in the middle of that environment. 

Face-to-face connection, learning in 'real-world' 
facilities and gaining those hands-on skills are a 
huge part of vocational education. So while the 
shift to a 'blended' learning model is a huge change 
for us, we are determined to still offer all of those 
benefits to our students and I'm pleased to say that 
it is something that we are achieving.

I think it's now more important than ever to 
focus on the positives and there absolutely are 
some.

It is easy to talk about the disadvantages facing 
young people, but they are also learning vital skills 
that will serve them well in their future careers. 

Resilience, independence, commitment and 
determination are just a few. This generation of 
graduates will likely be some of the toughest and 
hardest working. With the right support and 
guidance in place, I am determined that Newcastle 
College students can leave us feeling confident 
about their futures.

Like every other sector, we now need to 
innovate, diversify and adapt our approach to 
meet the needs of customers. In our case, that's the 
needs of our learners and the needs of businesses 
in our region too, because supporting businesses 
to develop is another really important part of what 
we do.

Right now, employers of all shapes and sizes 
are facing really big challenges but a skilled and 
motivated workforce are key to driving those 
businesses forward. 

The last six months have been hard for 
everybody, but I can't imagine how much harder 
they would have been without technology to 
keep us connected with each other and to keep us 
working and learning. 

We already knew that advancing technology 

was changing the way that businesses work and 
creating skills gaps, but it has now helped so 
many businesses to adapt what they do and it will 
continue to help them going forward.

That is why we have forged ahead and launched 
new courses, new apprenticeships and new 
degrees this year, so that we can play our part 
in developing a workforce with the skills that 
our local economy will need to recover. Our 
approach includes a real focus on digital skills 
and embedding them into courses that you might 
not have considered before – such as engineering 
– and we've just launched our new foundation 
degree in engineering with applied digital 
technologies.

Another big priority for us this year is 
apprenticeships. They are at the heart of the 
government's 'Plan for Jobs' for a reason – because 
they are invaluable to employers. The scheme is 
offering up to £3000 for each new apprentice hired 
until January so now really is the time to look into 
what apprentices can bring to your business.

Apprentices are naturally motivated, committed 
and eager to learn, they can adapt to change and 
they bring fresh new ideas and perspectives. 
These are the skills and the qualities that will 
help businesses to not only recover but to 
keep growing. Recruiting an apprentice is an 
investment and I think doing so now could really 
pay off for many businesses in the coming months 
and years. 

Of course, it's also important to recognise 
the opportunities that apprenticeships offer to 
the apprentices as well. They get a real wage 
while learning real skills and gaining real-world 
experience – the long-term opportunities this 
opens up for them are invaluable.

In my role I am lucky enough to see many of 
the journeys that our students, graduates and 
apprentices take while they're with us and after 
they leave us too. I have seen just how valuable 
their passion and their skills can be in the 
workplace and in their communities. 

So, at a time when our young people and our 
businesses are both facing huge challenges, I 
would urge any employer to invest in a young 
person – whether that is an apprentice, a trainee 
or a graduate – because you can really help each 
other to overcome those challenges and succeed.

NEWCASTLE COLLEGE
www.ncl-coll.ac.uk
@NCLCollege

i
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – LAW
Muckle LLP

After completing a degree in 
literature and linguistics at the 
University of Wales, College 
Cardiff, Charlotte McMurchie 
looked at three potential career 

paths – journalism, law and teaching – with law 
winning through.

She completed her law conversion course at 
the University of Stafford before moving to the 
North East to complete her finals at Northumbria 
University. 

While at Northumbria, she met Catherine 
Wood, a partner at Robert Muckle law firm, who 
offered her work experience and thereafter a 
training contract.

With competition rife for such contracts, 
Charlotte – who is originally from Surrey – eagerly 
accepted the offer at the Newcastle firm.

After qualifying, Charlotte spent time working 
in Leeds, Berwick upon Tweed and Hartlepool, 
before returning to Newcastle where she took a 
position at the large scale law firm, Dickinson 
Dees (now Womble Bond Dickinson). 

There she began specialising in real estate 
dispute resolution – an area of law that, Charlotte 
explains, requires a particular skillset.

"Property litigators are, in the main, quite 
nerdy. We like researching and finding things out; 
looking at something in detail is a real pleasure for 
us. Much of our work requires some element of 
sleuthing, trying to work out in a legal framework 
what has gone on and how we can find a solution 
that fits with our clients’ aims," she says. 

Now at Muckle LLP, Charlotte returned to a 
very different working environment.

Under the leadership of managing partner Jason 
Wainwright,  Muckle had evolved to become a 
more modern, forward-thinking firm.

"The pinstripes had gone and in their place 
were technical innovation and agile working," the 
property litigator reflects. 

As head of real estate dispute resolution, 
Charlotte was tasked with developing the 
department from a near-standing start. 

"Our initial objective was to get as many 
instructions as possible," she explains. "People 
weren't used to coming to Muckle for advice on 
real estate disputes and so we needed to establish 
ourselves."

Under Charlotte's guidance, the department has 
grown year-on-year and now offers residential, 
commercial and land services to landlords and 
tenants, public limited companies and housing 
associations across the UK.

Personnel has also grown within the 
department, which comprises Julie Adams, Leanne 
McNulty, Sarah Barratt, Jennifer Pearson, Rachel 
Templeman and Andrea Kelly.

Alongside her real estate work, Charlotte – who 
is a partner at the firm – is head of BEAM (Being 
Engaged at Muckle), a committee that coordinates 
numerous activities – from healthy living weeks 
and a running club, to art shows, a choir and dog 
walking events – that aim to foster a positive and 
more inclusive culture at the firm.

"BEAM is an incredibly important aspect of 
Muckle," Charlotte says. "Through it we  invest in 
our employees as their welfare really does matter 
to us”. 

Like everyone who works in the professional services, Charlotte McMurchie – head of real 
estate dispute resolution and partner at Muckle LLP – had to adapt to lockdown. But while her 
circumstances changed, the ambition for her work, her department and the firm's inclusive culture 
– did not

SAME PLAN, DIFFERENT TOOLS 
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INTERVIEW 
Muckle LLP

"The activities are varied to engage as many 
people as possible and intend to encourage cross-
departmental relationships to develop across the 
firm, as it makes for a better working environment 
all around." 

Like all law firms, Muckle was put to the 
ultimate test back in March when the country 
went into lockdown. 

Anticipating the Government's announcement, 
Charlotte had already instructed her team to begin 
working remotely, and thanks to the firm's agile 
working policy – established three years earlier – 
Charlotte describes the shift as "seamless".

A number of virtual BEAM events – including 
quizzes, talent shows and wine tasting – were held 
to support the firm's employees, while Charlotte 
held daily catch-ups over Skype-enabled laptops 
with her real estate colleagues.

"It was important to check how everyone was 
and just have a laugh about some the daft things 
we were doing under lockdown," the property 
litigator reveals. 

Workwise, the primary focus for the real estate 
dispute resolution team over the past six months 
has been to navigate the myriad of regulation 
announcements from Government with regards 
to landlords and tenants, with the team creating 
several vlogs to help educate and support clients. 

"Housing law in particular is always busy but 
this has been unprecedented," Charlotte explains. 
"So far, the legislation relating to both commercial 
and residential property appears to be in favour 
of the tenant, which was understandable, but as 
time goes on it does make it difficult for landlords, 
who are after all also in business and need that 
income to survive. This is of considerable concern 
but although the end has always been in sight, the 
finish line keeps being pushed back."

Charlotte has also balanced her work at Muckle 
with her commitments as a board member 
of Women in Social Housing (WISH NE), a 
networking organisation which aims to provide 
its members with access to contacts and content 
which are career enhancing, giving women the 
tools to promote themselves and their abilities in 
the workplace.

Charlotte is also chair of the Tyne Housing 
Association, a social housing provider. 

She has worked closely with Tyne's CEO Steve 
Mckinlay to ensure the organisation has been able 

to support some of the region's most vulnerable 
people during lockdown. 

As Muckle puts its move back into the office on 
hold - following the recent change to Government 
guidance - Charlotte recognises that a return to 
the traditional ways of working is a long way off – 
and may never return. 

"We recently conducted an engagement survey 
at the firm and it revealed that most people wanted 
to return to the office one or two times a week, but 
not necessarily work from the office every day, " 
she says.

"We now know this is possible as lockdown has 
shown us our people can be productive wherever 
they’re based."

Meanwhile, the partner and head of real estate 
dispute resolution will continue to lead her 
team in monitoring the ever-changing property 
legislation announcements, and advise clients on 
the best path forward. 

“The business plan in terms of what we want 
to achieve in the department has not changed. 
We want to continue to make connections, 
demonstrate our abilities, and secure referrals,” 
Charlotte explains.

As for her BEAM work, the property litigator 
sees a mix of virtual and socially distanced 
activities for the foreseeable future – so that the 
strong culture within the firm can be maintained. 

Charlotte concludes: "When I returned to 
Muckle five years ago, it felt as though anything 
was possible. And this feeling hasn't gone away.

"The firm's plans remain the same – the only 
thing that's changed is that the tools to deliver 
them are better."

MUCKLE LLP
www.muckle-llp.com
@MuckleLLP

i

“The business plan in 
terms of what we want to 
achieve in the department 

has not changed. We 
want to continue to make 
connections, demonstrate 
our abilities, and secure 

referrals"
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Abu Ali would love to play football 
at the highest level. However, his 
aptitude for deal-making means 
he's always been more successful 
crunching numbers than curling 

home spectacular free kicks. "I love sport and 
football in particular," admits the financial services 
specialist. "I've always wanted to play at a higher 
level and I can still dream!"

At least Abu, founding partner at Williams Ali 
Corporate Finance, can live part of that dream 
through innovative service GiveToLocal. The 
North East-based sport organisation is building an 
influential network of like-minded firms committed 
to supporting community sport and generating new 
business in the process.

"First and foremost, GiveToLocal is a very clever 
idea," explains Abu. 

"I think the entire charitable giving space needs 
some innovation and the GiveToLocal model 
shakes things up.

"They've come up with a novel solution to 
helping the local community and that's what piqued 
my interest.

"It's the tech angle – combined with their 
corporate play – which is really clever. "I think 
the chance to benefit grassroots sport and join a 
like-minded business network is what's going to be 
massively appealing to a lot of businesses.

"Thanks to the tech behind their online 
service I can see how far GiveToLocal could scale 
and I recognise the scope and potential of the 
organisation. "But if I'm completely honest it's the 
business and networking angle that got me hooked.

"My business network is hugely important to me 
and when I read about other firms partnering with 
GiveToLocal I realised we had to make this work 
for us too."

National partners – in the shape of sports 
equipment supplier Kitlocker and Google-backed 
global recurring payments provider GoCardless – 
have been joined by community-focused businesses 
across 35 sectors.

And generating B2B opportunities on a regional 
level is of paramount importance to Tyneside-based 
GiveToLocal with the North East England Chamber 
of Commerce members already able to point to 
significant success on their doorstep.

The service continues to connect key firms across 
a range of sectors – using sport as a unifying force.

"It's still early days for GiveToLocal and its 
business network will only grow bigger," admits 
David Ritchie, financial director at commercial 
utilities contracts specialist Kudos.

"The organisation is in its infancy and yet it's 
already proved it can make strong connections and 
generate great business. I'm passionate about sport 
and always have been. That's the hook as far as 
GiveToLocal is concerned.

"But beyond that there are real benefits for 
the businesses which do decide to partner with 
GiveToLocal. Aside from the positive association 
with a worthy organisation – and its brand 
recognition is only getting stronger – there's the 
chance to do great business at a regional and 
national level."

David Broom, head of Corporate Relations 
at GiveToLocal, is set to add 12 new members 
to a national team focused on maximising the 
organisation's connections. "We want our corporate 
partners to feel the value of working with us," he 
explains.

"We can help them achieve impactful marketing, 
corporate social responsibility alignment and 
tangible business development results at the same 
time as they're helping community sport."

ADVERTISING FEATURE – BUSINESS 
GiveToLocal

NATIONAL NETWORK KICKS 
OFF NEW BUSINESS
Tyneside-based service GiveToLocal is on a mission to back sport, boost business and build 
networks. As Simon Rushworth discovers, corporate partners have been quick to pitch in and 
raise the bar

GIVETOLOCAL
To discuss corporate partnership 

opportunities with GiveToLocal, 

contact David Broom via david@

givetolocal.com

www.givetolocal.com/corporates
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BUILT ENVIRONMENT - NEWS

Durham

Integra 61 is ‘open for 
business’                                      
Integra 61, the £300m mixed-use employment development 
being brought forward by Citrus Durham, has become fully 
operational with the opening of Amazon’s new 2 million square 
foot Fulfilment Centre and the completion of over £20m of major 
infrastructure works at the 205 acre site adjacent to Junction 61 
of the A1(M).

Amazon’s new facility, which is one of the UK’s largest 
logistics buildings, is bringing more than 1000 new permanent 
jobs to the area. Its opening coincides with the completion of a 
£5.5 millon improvement scheme to Junction 61 and the A688 
undertaken by Durham County Council and jointly funded by the 
authority, the North East Local Enterprise Partnership (LEP), via 
the Local Growth Fund, and Highways England. 

Citrus had already invested over £15 million in infrastructure 
works on the site itself along with two new roundabouts on the 
A688, which completed in late 2019.

David Cullingford, Project Lead for Citrus Durham, said; 

“Integra 61 is now entering an exciting new stage in its evolution, 
opening up for business and providing a first class environment 
in a highly strategic location set to attract more companies and 
investment to the region.

Cllr Simon Henig, Leader of Durham County Council, added: 
“Supporting the development of strategic employment sites has 
long been a priority for the council and will play a crucial role in 
our recovery from the impact of the coronavirus pandemic. 

Durham

New homes for County 
Durham village gets green 
light                                      
Hundreds of new homes and jobs could be created after 
planners gave the green light for a new multi-million pound 
residential development in County Durham.

The development will deliver 190 new homes in Pelton, a 
village to the north West of Chester-le-Street in County Durham, 
under plans for a mix of two, three, four and five bedroomed 
luxury houses.

Onsite construction work by developer Miller Homes is 
expected to start in late 2020, which will include provision for 

29 affordable properties, with the first phase of new properties 
expected to be available by early 2021.

Teesside

North East planners appoints first apprentice 
Hedley Planning Services has appointed its first apprentice as it 
continues to invest to support clients and expansion ambitions.

Eighteen-year-old Charly Wilson has joined the firm’s Wynyard 
office as an apprentice planner.

The move will see her assisting with office management and 
administrative duties as well as supporting the senior team 

with a growing workload of planning applications and planning 
statements for residential and commercial clients. 

She will also be study for a RTPI accredited Town Planning 
Degree and Masters course at Sheffield Hallam University as part 
of her five-year long apprenticeship training with the North East 
planning specialist.

IN ASSOCIATION WITH:
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Future of Workspace – 
it's right up your street 
The pandemic may be the catalyst for more agile working environments, says Nigel Scorer, director at 
Contents Design

ADVERTISING FEATURE – BUILT ENVIRONMENT – CONTENTS DESIGN 

The coronavirus has changed everything, and 
this dreadful pandemic has caused so much 
pain and loss within our lives. I have complete 
faith in science, and I believe we will find a way 
to overcome this, as we have done previously. I 
am an optimist and I like to find the positives in 
any situation, so it is great to see so many people 
thinking about their daily lives and what really 
matters – things like family, friends, community 
and the environment. 

So, what has this got to do with the future of 
the workplace? I think the future workplace holds 
the key to unlocking some incredibly positive 
changes to these issues. 

There is no doubt that one of the greatest 
changes during the pandemic has been the 
way in which we work. We have been forced to 
work from home and rely on digital platforms to 
communicate and collaborate. 

We now know that we can work from 
anywhere, so what does this mean for the office? 
The workplace is changing fast and in two ways. 
Firstly, the very reason we need an office is 
changing and secondly, the size and location of 
the office will change. 

As a designer, I have spent the last 20 years 
persuading clients to move from a culture of 
control to a culture of trust and we know that agile 
working has a positive effect on the productivity of 
your people, when it is intrinsic in your companies 
beliefs. 

This pandemic has accelerated the move 
towards agile working by no longer needing rows 
and rows of the same desks and chairs where 
people stare at a computer screen all day. This is 
freeing up the workspace for other 'themes' as we 
are developing on an office project currently. 

At Contents Design, we see the future of 
workplace being a hybrid of working from home, 

at a community hub and at a 'central experience'. 
The 'central experience' will be a place to bring 
everyone together to experience the vision, brand, 
goals and character of a business and then feel 
energised to be productive anywhere, with a 
sense of purpose and belonging. 

Community hubs will be either coworking 
spaces or dedicated satellite locations within local 
communities (high streets) to allow people to 
work, meet and socialise near the places they live. 

Working from home will be for concentrated 
work and the design of our homes will become 
more about acoustics, connectivity and lighting for 
home workspace.  

The benefits of this hybrid workspace are fewer 
cars, less travel time, increased productivity, 
greater wellbeing, healthier lifestyle and that is 
just for employees. Local communities could also 
benefit from bringing people together to reduce 
social isolation, supporting the local economy and 
breathing life back into our high streets. 

If I were to say that you could be happier with 
work and home life, support your local community 
and help save the planet – that could be right up 
your street. 

Contents Design 

www.contentsdesign.co.uk       

@contentsdesign_
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Professional perspectives

The team at Newcastle-based architecture practice ADP reflect on building joy in a brave new world

ADVERTISING FEATURE – BUILT ENVIRONMENT – ADP

In the spring of 2020, ADP shifted focus. As an 
employee-owned business, the firm was eager to 
understand its place in the world. What did its 100 
staff – working across the UK and internationally 
– bring to the communities where they lived and 
worked? What was the actual purpose of ADP?

The answer, the team decided, was centred 
on 'joy'. Joy is a very human emotion, and it's 
distinct from happiness. It encapsulates how 
people feel when they belong to a place, connect 
meaningfully with others, and feel valued within a 
community – whatever and wherever that might 
be.

It's also clearly a part of the passion ADP's 
team feels for their work. They've been busy 
developing new tools to measure the firm's 
impact, using three key metrics: sustainability, 
belonging and engagement. 

All three fall under the broader umbrella 
of 'social value' – always a central issue in 
architecture, but now increasingly important 
to clients. In fact, the team's commitment to 
measuring those metrics was key to ADP's recent 
appointment to the new Procure Partnerships 
Framework in all regions of England, including the 
North East.

Amrit Naru, ADP's 
Newcastle director, 
reflects:  
"The communities 
where we work are very 
important to us – they 

inspire every one of our buildings. As we work 
through projects with our clients, the new tools 
that we've created will help us figure out which 
actions to take."

Real-world problems demand specialist skills – 
and that's where the ADP sector directors come 
in. It's their role to help the Newcastle team solve 

the many challenges faced by clients in the region.
So has the pandemic changed their 

thinking? We asked each of them to share their 
perspectives – from bold new concepts to the little 
things that make a real difference.

Jon Roylance – 
higher education
"It's been a challenging 
year for our clients, 
including the 'five-
university' framework 

across the North-East. The lockdown led to 
big losses in student fees. But there's a more 
positive outlook as we enter a new academic 
year. UK admission numbers are on the way 
back up, balancing out the expected losses from 
international students.

"At ADP, we're now helping universities plan 
for after the pandemic. Campuses will need to 
be less densely packed, and we're exploring 
more 'nomadic' ways that students and staff can 
work and learn. This new world blends an online 
curriculum with valuable contact time with tutors 
and peers.

"We're currently developing concepts for a 
new 'third space': somewhere students can 
safely meet, interact, and share ideas in smaller, 
safely distanced groups. This would also 
give staff a place to provide contact time and 
pastoral support. The idea is to offer more than 
a conventional workplace – it's somewhere that 
actively improves wellbeing."

Chris Thornton – 
healthcare
"Primary care is going to 
be key – and not just in 
health centres. The role 
of the GP is changing. 
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ADP

www.adp-architecture.com

@ADPArchitecture

Health and wellbeing professionals now cover 
a wider range of services: there's no standard 
for how primary care fits into this very complex 
system, including everything from acute care to 
social outreach.

"This gives primary care huge crossover 
potential. We're seeing new centres that bring 
together every combination of health, wellbeing 
and community services, and we're seeing 
primary care networks that can combine practices 
virtually. It's not just the demand that's fuelling 
these facilities: it's individuals and groups 
passionate for change.

"Using digital technology in new ways, or 
mixing healthcare with leisure, community facilities, 
sheltered housing, mental health services – the 
possibilities are endless."

Adrian Bower – 
residential
"The pandemic has 
created many challenges 
beyond health and 
wellbeing. Phrases like 

'social distancing', 'self-isolation' and 'lockdown' 
reflect new kinds of relationships between people, 
and we need to design with those in mind.

"Lockdown has meant that people are 

spending much more time in their homes and 
thinking about them in a new light. People are 
working from home more, and there's a greater 
desire for green space, with the focus shifting to 
the countryside and the suburbs.

"With the easing of lockdown, we've seen 
signs of recovery – much of it fuelled by historic 
shortfalls and pent-up demand. However, the 
way we design houses needs to change to fit our 
needs. ADP has the cross-sector skills to respond 
to that challenge: we're focusing on creating 
sustainable neighbourhoods, where people feel 
they belong, where homes are built to last and 
respect the planet, and where there's scope for 
people to change their lifestyles."

Claire Mantle – 
schools
"Throughout the 
pandemic, we focused 
our attention on our own 
values: the little things 

that matter in our personal and professional lives. 
It's inspired us to develop a tool which assesses 
our buildings based on our values. We wanted 
to measure the success of architecture through 
three key metrics: sustainability, belonging and 
engagement.

"As architects, we have a responsibility to 
evaluate every building we complete – and to 
learn from those lessons. It's important to ask 
challenging questions. Did we successfully meet 
the KPIs? How does the building perform in terms 
of energy? And – from a very human perspective – 
what are the little things that make a difference to 
the people using the building?

"It's invigorating to think that despite the 
challenges of lockdown, we now have the vision, 
inspiration and tools to design better buildings 
which will help our children to thrive."

"We're currently developing 
concepts for a new 'third 

space': somewhere students 
can safely meet, interact, and 
share ideas in smaller, safely 

distanced groups"
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Viewpoint

Tell me a little about your career journey. 
What first attracted you to architecture?
I didn’t set out to have a career in architecture. 
I left school without doing my A-Levels and got 
on a business management foundation degree 
course at Newcastle College. But I then got 
itchy feet as my friends started university, and 
I transferred over to Northumbria University 
to continue my studies in my second year. I 
graduated in 2008 and had developed an interest 
in events management. However, a lot of the jobs 
I was looking at required A-Levels, so I got a role 
temping with RIBA North East as an administrator 
in 2009.

How did you become RIBA North East 
regional director?
I worked my way up through a number of posts 
and became regional director in 2012. With the 
North East office being relatively small, I gained a 
lot of experience and skills during that period. 
One of the first big events I was involved with 
was the Reinvigorating the Region exhibition, in 
Newcastle’s Stephenson Works in early 2010. 
That was all about the history of architecture in 
the North East and was really exciting. I also got 
involved with RIBA’s annual awards programme 
and really enjoyed hearing how architects turned 
clients’ ideas into reality.

What is RIBA North East and what are its 
goals and objectives?
RIBA North East is the regional arm of the 
international RIBA body and we cover the area 
from Berwick down to Teesside. We help connect 
our community of architects and related built 
environment professionals and bring together 

their shared interests to create a support network. 
It is about creating experiences for members.
We support around 500 Chartered members 
and 60 Chartered practices, from large operators 
to small and sole practitioners – being an RIBA 
Chartered Member is seen as a gold standard.
We also validate degree programmes for 
two schools of architecture, Newcastle and 
Northumbria universities.

I see RIBA North East has a number of 
Special Interest groups. What do they 
cover and how crucial are they to the 
organisation’s overall aims?  
We have five groups. One is our equality, diversity 
and inclusion group Change the Record, and 
another is our Sustainable Futures group, which 
supports members on ways to tackle the climate 
emergency. Our Education and Research Forum 
brings together academics and practitioners, 
while our Small Practice Forum allows small and 
sole practitioners to come together. The fifth is the 
Young Architectural Practitioners Forum.

Tell me more about the latter group and its 
significance in ensuring the next generation 
of talent continues to flow into architecture… 
This is our most established group, having been 
around since 2010. Originally called the Young 
Practitioners Forum, it began with informal 
networking sessions. However, as it grew, we 
realised we needed more of a structure, so we 
appointed a chair and formalised a delivery 
framework to develop a succession plan.
Nathalie Baxter, of FaulknerBrowns, led it until 
earlier this year, with Andrew Thompson, also of 
FaulknerBrowns, having now taken it on. People 

As North East regional director at the Royal Institute of British Architects (RIBA), Amanda Khan sits at the heart 
of the member organisation’s work to strengthen the built environment industry from Berwick down to Teesside. 
Here, she tells Steven Hugill about its goals, its commitment to sustainability and the next generation, and how 
the architectural sector will play a crucial role in the UK’s post-COVID-19 recovery

INTERVIEW – AMANDA KHAN
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like Nathalie and Andrew are role-models for 
those coming through.
As well as supporting architects in practice, 
however, the forum is working hard to help 
learners complete their university studies. We 
piloted RIBA Future Architects in our region, 
and it has now been signed off to be introduced 
nationally. 

I see another key area for RIBA North East – 
as part of the wider national organisation – is 
its commitment to sustainability. What are 
you doing in this region to promote zero-
carbon activity across new developments 
and operational procedure, and why is it so 
important?
Sustainability is a huge issue – the built 
environment sector contributes about 40 per 
cent of the UK’s carbon emissions. We think the 
industry can be net-zero carbon by 2030 and 
our RIBA Carbon Challenge 2030 sets tough but 
achievable incremental targets around areas such 
as embodied carbon, operational efficiency and 
potable water.
We’re also working hard to ensure our schools of 
architecture have a stronger emphasis on climate 
in their curriculums.
Mark Siddall, who leads our Sustainable Focus 
group, recently gave an online presentation on 
carbon action to Teesside’s Festival of Thrift too.

How was RIBA North East, and the region’s 
architectural industry as a whole, affected by 
the COVID-19 lockdown?
Our members are used to working collaboratively, 
so when lockdown happened, they were able to 
adapt quickly. Using digital technology at home 
also meant they could continue design work.
Our regional council came together very quickly 
too, which allowed us to listen to members’ 
issues and immediately pass them to our central 
teams, who lobbied the Government on their 
behalf.
We also launched our Recovery Roadmap and 

have just unveiled the Work with an Architect 
campaign, which highlights how using an 
architect adds real value to a project and saves 
money in the long-term.

On the point of COVID-19, how much of 
a role do you think the architectural and 
building sectors have to play in helping the 
UK economy recover from the pandemic?
Architects are very creative and will be important 
to the work we must take to redesign our cities 
and town centres for the future.
The North East is really strong on innovation 
– look at the redesign of elderly care on the 
Newcastle Helix development and the Passivhaus 
projects we have in this region.
Going forward, architects will have a lead role to 
play in a green post-COVID-19 recovery.

AMANDA KHAN

@amandakhanne

RIBA NORTH EAST

www.architecture.com/my-local-

riba/riba-north-east

@RIBANorthEast
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As the oldest school in Newcastle, 
The Royal Grammar School 
(RGS) is steeped in history, 
providing academic excellence to 
its students for almost 500 years.

Renowned for consistently stellar results, which 
places the school at the top of the North East's 
independent schools' league table, RGS is a place 
where aspirations are high and opportunities are 
endless. Students go on to study highly selective 
courses at the most sought-after universities, but 
also leave the school realising that life outside the 
classroom has been equally fulfilling.

RGS was last mandated to close by the 
Government in 1939 when our school in Eskdale 
Terrace became the North East regional war room 
during World War II.

The lockdown in 2020 presented tremendous 
challenges but we quickly transformed our model 
of teaching, so that we now have the ability to 
deliver our full curriculum virtually.

We very quickly developed our digital 
competencies and taught the full curriculum 
through Microsoft Teams, ensuring the benefits 
of personalised and live teaching, as well as 

essential peer to peer interaction, albeit in a virtual 
environment. 

It's been a steep learning curve but, equally, our 
outstanding teachers did what they do best; they 
engaged, inspired, encouraged and challenged our 
students – albeit through the medium of a screen. 

Our brilliant students have responded with their 
typical enthusiasm and insatiable hunger to learn; 
their positive attitude exemplifies the culture at 
RGS.

Having built technological expertise, the 
next stage in this transformation is to develop 
outstanding teaching, even if we have some 
students learning from home, while others are 
learning in school. In this new uncertain world, I 
am sure that all schools will need to adapt to this 
inevitable scenario, and we've worked hard to keep 
ahead in such a fast-changing environment. 

We are also proactively sharing our learnings 
with our state school partners, an act that is 
consistent with our aim to raise aspiration and 
attainment across our whole region.

In a year like no other, a number of historic 
traditions at RGS have been transformed. The 
'Class of 2020' experienced a virtual graduation, 
while there has been remote speech day, prize-
giving, sports award celebrations and online 
parent conferences. 

Less conventionally, there has also been a 
virtual kitchen disco, remote House competitions 
and highly creative online sports challenges, not to 
mention the most inspiring philanthropic efforts 
to support our great region and – closer to home – 
our bursary students in severe hardship.  

The school has clearly worked hard to ensure 
that all students continue to benefit from the rich 
experience of school, and all that an education at 
RGS has to offer.

Looking ahead, RGS is focussed on giving our 
students continuity, consistency, a full curriculum 
and broad extra-curricular opportunities. Our 
students will undoubtedly be the generation of 
the pandemic, but I am determined they will also 
realise the rich benefits of a revolution in virtual 
learning. 

ADVERTISING FEATURE – EDUCATION
The Royal Grammar School Newcastle

The Royal Grammar School Newcastle's headmaster, Geoffrey Stanford, explains how one of the 
region's oldest learning institutions has responded to the pandemic

THERE'S MORE TO LIFE IN RGS'S 
VIRTUAL WORLD 

THE ROYAL GRAMMAR 
SCHOOL
The Royal Grammar School 

Newcastle is holding its first ever 

Virtual Open Day on Saturday, 

November 14, where the school 

will showcase its digital expertise 

to demonstrate that there really is 

more to life at the RGS. Register at 

www.rgs.newcastle.sch.uk or email 

admissions@rgs.newcastle.sch.uk 

for more information

www.rgs.newcastle.sch.uk

i
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INTERVIEW – Mel O'Connor

Even in the best lighting conditions, our perception of the scene before our eyes is delayed by about 200 milliseconds. This 
means if a ball is moving at 90 mph, it will have travelled about eight metres before we're able to see it. But what if we 
could use light adaptation to speed up our perception and make our reaction times quicker? Well, that's precisely what 

Mel O'Connor has spent the last 20 years figuring out. Richard Dawson speaks to Mel about his journey with OKKULO 
and finds that the former costume designer and film director has had any but a conventional career

VISUALISING SPORTING 
EXCELLENCE

B
reakdancer, footballer, sports scientist, 
production runner, costume designer 
and film director – it's fair to say Mel 
O'Connor has worn many different hats 
in his life. 

Now focussed on growing a sports tech business 
that is 20 years in the making, Mel's mission is to take 
OKKULO, and the elite athletes who use it, to the next 
level. 

OKKULO is a unique sports training system that 
uses vision and light science to help improve reaction 
times and performance in athletes of all abilities. 

Training athletes under low lighting conditions 
that delay perception, the OKKULO system takes 
advantage of biological processes in the eyes and the 
brain to speed up response times. 

By delaying the visual system by 50 milliseconds 
through reduced illumination, OKKULO forces the 
athlete's eyes to recalibrate and adapt to reduced 
response times so that when normal illumination levels 
resume, performance is improved dramatically. 

It's a simple but effective technology which Mel has 
spent many years researching, and which is now ready 
to be adopted on a wider scale. 

But where does this story begin? 
Gateshead-born Mel grew up on a council estate in 

1970s Birtley and recalls a contented upbringing where 
both of his parents encouraged him to pursue his 
interests and follow his heart. 

 One of his strongest memories was getting caught 
up in the breakdancing craze that swept across Britain 
in the early 1980s. 

Just as hip hop music was entering the mainstream 
in America, it's cultural offshoots – breakdancing and 
graffiti – were attracting the attention of young people 
in the most unlikely parts of the UK. 

"Breakdancing washed over everything," explains 
Mel. "We used to go to Tiffany's every Saturday, and 
breakdance on the stage.

"I think it came off the back of movies like Wild Style 

(1982), Beat Street (1984) and Breakin' (1984)." 
Mel's dalliance with the breaks between disco beats 

was then interrupted by another national obsession – 
football. 

In the lead up to the 1990 World Cup – the one 
where England got to the semi-finals of before being 
knocked out on penalties by cup winners West 
Germany – 16-year old Mel went football mad, along 
with pretty much everyone else in the country. 

"One of the main reasons the 1990 World Cup 
inspired me was the number of Geordie players in the 
team," he says. 

"You had Peter Beardsley, Paul Gascoigne and Chris 
Waddle in the squad and of course it was managed by 
Sir Bobby Robson." 

A fast player with a good first touch, Mel signed for 
local team Gateshead Cleveland Hall FC, where his 
game improved under the management of head coach, 
Bob Boustead. 

Unfortunately, the bigger clubs never came 
knocking; but by 21, Mel was already moving in a 
new direction and planting the seeds of what would 
eventually become OKKULO. 

Reading into the research of Professor Lindsay 
Sharpe and Professor Andrew Stockman, who are both 
considered to be leaders in the field of visual science, 
Mel began to think about how light adaptation could 
be used in sport. 

In collaboration with the scientists, Durham 
University and the Elite Sporting Academy, he 
organised a study into how reaction times could be 
made faster through exposure to low light levels.

It yielded impressive results.  
Mel explains: "We set up an experiment with a group 

of professional cricketers where we got everyone to 
bat against the bowling machine at different speeds to 
gauge what their best speed was. 

"I think the average batting speed was about 83-84 
miles per hour. 

"Then we did two sessions a week for eight weeks 
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at the OKKULO light level, delaying their visual 
systems by 50 milliseconds, which amounted to 
about 4.5 hours of low light exposure. 

"When we did the post-test back at normal light 
levels, half of the players could hit the ball at 99 mph 
and the average batting speed was 97 mph. 

"It was an unbelievable improvement." 
Around the same time as his eureka moment 

with OKKULO, an opportunity to fulfil another 
lifelong ambition presented itself.  

A chance meeting with two local filmmakers saw 
Mel take a job on a documentary about the poker 
scene in Newcastle, which was being directed by an 
actor on Byker Grove. After impressing as a runner, 
Mel got the chance to work on the hit teen drama 
series, which opened many more doors for him in 
the TV and film industry. 

"I did Byker Grove for three years in the costume 
department and I also worked on Vera and the 
football film, Goal!" he says. 

"I got into costume design because I wanted to 
direct, and costume sits right next to the monitors 
where you can watch the director's shots."

He didn't have to wait long for a chance to sit in 
the director's seat. In 2009, Mel directed a short film 
which was chosen by Arts Council England to be 
shown at the cinema stage at Glastonbury. 

The film was about a little boy and a little girl 
who were lost in Newcastle. It was filmed on 
Christmas Day and New Year's Day when the city 
was deserted. 

For ten years, Mel worked for ITV in Leeds, 
commuting four hours every day from his home in 
Newcastle so that he didn't miss out on watching 
his two boys grow up. 

At the same time, he's been continuing his 
research into the science behind light adaptation 
and pushing his understanding of what was needed 

to make OKKULO work as a business and build his 
network in sport. 

"I can't even begin to tell you how tired I've 
been," he admits, "but I knew I had something with 
OKKULO that could make a difference." 

Finally, just over a year ago, Mel decided to fully 
commit to his dream of taking OKKULO to the 
next level and started putting together a business 
plan and speaking to investors to raise funds for the 
first facility. 

Many of the last 12 months have been spent fine-
tuning the product and preparing it for market. 

This involved specifying the dimensions for 
the OKKULO tunnel (22 metres long x 8 metres 
wide x 5 metres high) and figuring out the best 
combination of lights and sensors. 

But more than anything, it's been about working 
with athletes to collect more data on the system's 
game-changing results. 

"We did a study with Ben Killip [first choice 
goalkeeper at Hartlepool United] back in February," 
Mel explains. 

"He had four sessions at our OKKULO R&D site 
and in the next six games, he kept five clean sheets 
out of six. 

"This was the first time I saw it translate onto the 
football pitch."  

Ben Killip also went on to get a call up for 
England's non-league team, England C. 

Now based at the Blue Flames Sporting Club 
in Longbenton, Mel has had a lot of interest from 
football clubs wanting to come and test out the 
OKKULO system. 

His vision for the company is to strike 
partnerships with top-flight clubs in the same way 
that Ian Saunders did with CryoAction. 

"Ian is the one who put the cryo chamber into 
Leicester City when they won the Premier League," 
Mel explains. "The next season, I think 12 other 
teams had it."  

Cryotherapy is now being adopted not just in 
football but in many other sports all over the world 
and Mel believes that OKKULO could follow suit. 

Mel concludes: "We're doing a lot of work behind 
the scenes with people around the world who 
are working for us at some level on opening and 
expanding the network. 

"I am actually speaking to one of the biggest clubs 
in the world right now and have been for about six 
months.

"I feel things are really starting to happen for 
OKKULO." 

OKKULO
www.okkulo.com
@OKKULO1
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Writing a book is something many of us aspire to, but for one reason or another, we never find the time and the inner 
workings of our imaginations remain unexplored. Even when we put pen to paper, we often find that it is much easier 
to start a novel than to finish one. Well, Richard Osman found the time, overcame the challenges and produced The 
Thursday Murder Club, which in the short time since its release back in September, has become a bestseller. Richard 

Dawson sits down with the quizmaster general to find out how he managed it 

INTERVIEW – Richard Osman

NOVEL BEGINNINGS

T
iming is everything, or so they say. 

When Richard Osman took 
six months off from filming TV 
mainstays such as Pointless and 
House of Games back in January, he 

could not have predicted that the rest of the country 
and indeed the world was about to be joining him 
in isolation. 

"You've got to be careful what you wish for, don't 
you?" says the television presenter, producer and 
now, novelist. 

Richard's self-imposed lockdown was 
implemented to grant him the time and space to 
write the second instalment of his brand-new crime 
fiction series – The Thursday Murder Club. 

The first novel, released on September 8, has 
already become a bestseller, garnering plaudits 
from top British authors such as Ian Rankin, Val 
McDermid and Adam Kay. 

I spoke to Richard in Durham at a filming event 
for Durham Book Festival, which is taking place 
online this year between October 9 and 18 and 
features a range of interviews with writers from all 
over the world. 

Durham Book Festival is organised by New 
Writing North, a regional writing development 
agency committed to creating opportunities for 
writers from all backgrounds. 

This is something Richard is incredibly 
passionate about. 

He says: "I run a TV production company called 
Endemol and my goal has always been to try and 
make it more open because there're parts of the 
television industry that are open only to certain 
groups. 

"We have intern schemes now where it doesn't 
matter what your background is, we'll pay for you to 
live in London for six months.

"It's the same challenge with writing. It's fine for 
me to say I'm going to take six months off and write 
for three hours a day because I can afford to, but 
most people can't. 

"So, anything that lets people find a way to tap 
into their creativity, that gives people the space to 
write, I think, is important and the Durham Book 
Festival seems to be incredibly strong on opening 
up access." 

Originally from Haywards Heath in West Sussex, 
Richard grew up in a single-parent low-income 
household where his mother, a teacher, raised him 
alongside his brother Mat Osman, who is the bass 
guitarist in the rock band, Suede. 

He says he would not have become the dizzyingly 
successful person he is today were it not for the 
grant funding that enabled him to go to university 
and other support structures, which have been 
slowly eroded over the years. 
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"I was very, very lucky and the truth is, you 
shouldn't have to rely on luck," he adds. 

A graduate of Trinity College, Cambridge, which 
is where he met Pointless co-host and North East 
native Alexander Armstrong, Richard's success is no 
doubt also down to his penchant for hard work and 
dedication. 

Now in his late 40s and with a little bit more time 
on his hands, an opportunity presented itself to fulfil 
a lifelong ambition and write a novel. 

The process of writing a novel is one that is 
fraught with challenges and most authors will 
confess that the first book can be most difficult of all. 

Despite having written scripts for television for 
many years, this was also Richard's experience. 

"It turns out writing a novel is really, really hard," 
he admits. 

"I nearly gave up two or three times so if anyone's 
reading this and has thrown a novel in the bin, just 
get it back out again because it is worth it." 

It's reassuring to hear that the common fears we 
all experience when applying ourselves to something 
new – the fear of failure, imposter syndrome, self-
doubt – were shared by someone who has enjoyed 
enormous success in their career. 

Richard's advice for getting through it is to set 
regular achievable goals, perhaps 1000 words at a 
time, and slowly work towards the 20,000-word 
mark, at which point the pain of throwing it away 
would be greater than the pain of continuing. 

He explains: "There's pain either way. It's not 
fun to write. But the pain of wasting all of that time 
writing 20,000 words for nobody to ever see it is 
greater than just saying to yourself, "okay, I'm going 
to do another 1000 and another 1000 and another 
1000".

"Once you're at 90,000 you just think well, this 
exists."

One part of the writing process where you could 
say Richard did have an edge was on dealing with 
the fear of failure. 

As a television producer, there were many flop TV 
shows Richard poured his time and effort into that 
just didn't get off the ground. 

He says: "Not everything you do is going to be a 
success, I mean, imagine how unbearable you'd be if 
they were? 

"No one wants to read a book by someone who's 
endlessly successful because what do they know 
about life?"

Writing a book also requires the writer to spend 
long periods of time in isolation, something which 
many of us have experienced this year, but which is 
part-and-parcel for the author. 

What solitude provides is the space for absolute 
concentration, to get into that flow state, which 
allows writers to explore the deepest parts of their 
imagination and commit their thoughts to paper. 

As someone who has worked in teams throughout 

his career, to be suddenly thrown into the world of 
solitude was quite a change for Richard, but one he 
adapted to well. 

"My whole career has been in big teams," he 
explains. "In TV shows, you might only see one 
person on screen but it's a huge team of people. 

"I've been behind the camera and in front of it 
and then this job, writing a book, it's just me and the 
computer screen, which is really unusual. 

"I have to say though I surprised myself at how 
much I enjoyed the solitude of writing a book." 

The Thursday Murder club follows four 
octogenarians living in a luxury retirement village 
in Kent. 

The four retirees meet every Thursday to 
investigate unsolved murders until the murder of 
a local property developer finds Elizabeth, Joyce, 
Ibrahim and Ron in the middle of their first live case. 

It's an unorthodox but thoroughly British 
approach to adult crime fiction, a genre which 
Richard loves for its mainstream appeal and the 
sense of satisfaction you get when there is a firm 
resolution at the end of the story. 

"I love crime fiction because people get their 'just 
desserts'," he says. 

"The format is just like our television 
programmes. We ask people questions and at the 
end, somebody is going to win, but along the way, 
we've got to make sure we're entertaining people 
otherwise they're going to switch over.

"It's the same with the book." 
The early success of The Thursday Murder Club 

has ensured that writing will continue to be a big 
part of Richard's plan moving forward. 

"It's not part of the plan; it largely is the plan," he 
clarifies. 

The second instalment of TTMC is due to be 
released in September 2021, after being written 
during the height of the pandemic in the first half of 
this year. 

Rights to a third and fourth have also been 
snapped up by Viking Press, a subsidiary of global 
publishing giant, Penguin Random House. 

While the next few years are mapped out for one 
of the nation's favourite TV quiz show host, he is 
keenly aware of the fact that many other people's 
lives are going to be turned upside down by the 
pandemic and its aftereffects.  

I ask if he thinks the world will recover? 
He answers: "I think we're all going to take a big 

hit, aren't we?
"As always, the poorest will take the biggest 

hit of all. There's going to be a huge amount of 
unemployment and I'm not entirely sure we've got 
the people in place at the top to care about that 
particularly. 

"I fear for us for a little while, but in the same way 
we all looked after each other during the lockdown, 
I'm sure we'll all look after each other afterwards." 

INTERVIEW – Richard Osman

RICHARD OSMAN
The Thursday Murder Club, 
published by Penguin Random 
House, is out now.
@richardosman
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W
hat do you consider to be the 
greatest feat in business and 
why?   
The ability to start a business 
and grow it to a point where 

you give back without motive or expected returns. 
It is what I call from success to significance. This 
takes a continued growth in mindset from risking at 
start-up, continued resilience and perseverance with a 
vulnerability and humility to be able to ignore others 
who are saying you’ve mastered it throughout the 
journey, ideally to a point where you can give back. 
Lots of people start and some grow a business but very 
few achieve this level of consciousness.  

 
What is the greatest physical feat you’ve witnessed by 
an individual and why?
I was brought up with a father who introduced me 
to early learnings from Martin Luther King in my 
teen years and reiterated these as I grew. MLK’s focus 
and courage towards his cause, even with his life on 

the line, is an example to all of us. There are many 
business lessons too. For example, the ability to change 
the political narrative and policy using the power of 
connectivity and people to move forward.

 
What about by a group or team?
As a long-time follower of American sports as a child, 
based on Durham Wasps ice hockey and Sunderland 
basketball, I was fortunate to move to Chicago in early 
1998 and witness the final championship that the great 
Chicago Bulls basketball team won. Led by the great 
Michael Jordan, they amazed all the pundits and won, 
despite a background of age, injury, loss of individual 
form and contract disputes between coach/players. 
They won it to some amazing scenes, which I’ll never 
forget.  

Which demonstration of intelligence/mental strength 
has most impressed you?
I probably see resilience (and emotions) before I get 
to intelligence, as I believe to stay at the top of your 
game over many, many, years in any sphere takes huge 
mental strength. I’m fortunate to run the Leadership 
Academy with Disability Rights UK in London, and I’m 
motivated and inspired by all those people and their 
stories who have fought barriers, stereotypes, biases 
and discrimination across their lives to develop into 
strong leaders. 
One individual who comes to mind has fought to gain a 
high office leadership position in a government agency. 
Even though he is paralysed down one side, and had 
his wife leave him a number of years ago with two 
young children to bring up, he accomplished it all on 
his own with honest, authentic resilience (and no little 
humour).  

 
Which act of generosity has inspired you the most and 
why?
All of the acts I see from people ranging from those I’ve 
mentioned, through to those I see in the community 
every day. I have to add that having spent some time 
as a county cricket coach and working with charity 
boards, I continue to meet some incredible individuals 
locally in the areas of charity, community and grassroot 
sports, who devote their lives to the betterment of 
others by giving their time selflessly. 

GREATEST FEATS

INTERVIEW – Graham Sleep

GRAHAM SLEEP
gsleep@iagrowth.co.uk
www.iagrowth.co.uk
@graham_sleep

Graham Sleep is director of IA Growth Ltd and Entrepreneurs Forum Business Mentor of the Year 2019. He works with a 
number of high-growth SMEs across the UK through an alternative but aligned model to traditional non- executive director 

support and other portfolio roles
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