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EDITOR’S WORD
Welcome

Editor’s Word...

W

elcome to the September
issue
In direct response
to the Prime Minister's
announcement that the
solution to the UK's economic recovery is to "build,
build, build" and to 'build back better', we decided
to bring forward our annual Building the Future
issue to September to explore how this strategy will
impact the North East.
Our cover star this month is Gradon
Architecture's Tanja Smith, who tells North
East Times about her truly international career,
including two years spent in the Mongolian capital
Ulaanbaatar establishing an architectural studio.

We also speak to Gateshead-based John Tomaney,
professor of urban and regional planning in the
Bartlett School of Planning, University College
London, who shares why the future development of
Newcastle should be built around the movement of
people, not cars.
And, as we all adjust to the 'new normal', we look
at how the potential long-term changes in remote
working could have wide-ranging implications for
commercial office space, planning decisions and
even home design.
Thank you once again to everyone who has
contributed to this issue, and to our partners and
advertisers who continue to support us.
I hope that you enjoy this issue.
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With our modern approach and established
legacy, North East Times strives to be the
number one business publication in the region,
both on and offline.
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NEWS
Bulletin

BULLETIN
DEVELOPMENT

Hopes for 1600 jobs at new
£60 million manufacturing hub
Legal & General plans tipped to ‘supercharge’
Sunderland’s economy

A

round 1600 North East jobs could be created in
£60 million plans that will help “supercharge”
Sunderland’s economy, regeneration bosses have
claimed.
Legal & General has agreed a deal with
Sunderland City Council to transform Washington’s 25-hectare
Hillthorn Park into a modern manufacturing hub.
According to bosses’ blueprint – which is subject to planning
consent – the two-phased development will create around 620,000sq
ft of industrial space across nine new commercial buildings for
industrial, storage and distribution operators.
The move marks another significant chapter in Legal & General’s
links to the city, with the operator having last year unveiled a £100
million commitment to create new office space on the former Vaux
Brewery site as part of the wider Riverside Sunderland development.
According to the plans for Hillthorn Park – which replace previous
proposals for a waste-to-energy plant on the site – each development
will be funded, procured and delivered by Legal & General, before
being marketed to a range of occupiers.
Councillor Graeme Miller, leader of Sunderland City Council
[pictured], said the proposals represent a “massive vote of confidence”
in the city as a hotspot for investment and job creation.
He said: “This is a tremendous step forward in our strategy
to supercharge the city economy, which will deliver new job
opportunities for local people and attract more businesses to
Sunderland.
“It is yet another phenomenal investment deal that will see
Hillthorn Park developed into an economic driving force.”
Paul Edwards, director of asset management at Legal & General’s
LGIM Real Assets platform, said the plans will provide a significant
boost as Sunderland rebounds from the economic impact of
COVID-19.
He said: “We have a strong track record of working closely with
local councils and communities to invest in and deliver important
infrastructure and regeneration, which responds to the needs of the
local area and enables long-term job creation.
“We believe these latest plans will transform the Hillthorn Park
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area in terms of creating jobs, which will be essential for the local
economy in the post-COVID-19 recovery phase.”
Bosses added the endeavour will also complement the
neighbouring International Advanced Manufacturing Park (IAMP).
A joint venture between Sunderland City Council and South
Tyneside Council, IAMP is currently under construction close to
Nissan’s sprawling Wearside car production plant.
Once finished, bosses say it will operate as a hub for automotive,
advanced manufacturing and technology firms, and deliver more
than 7000 jobs over the next decade.

COVID-19 news
•P
 rices increased in July
as businesses began to
reopen following the
COVID-19 lockdown. The
annual Consumer Prices
Index stood at 1 per cent
in July, up from 0.6 per
cent in June. Hairdressers
shifting prices – to reflect
personal protective
equipment costs – was
cited as a key factor.

LOGISTICS

RETAIL

Terminal investment

Growth ambition

A port operator has created more than 40 jobs in a
£9.2 million warehouse investment.
PD Ports has officially opened the 300,000sq ft
Teesport Bulks Terminal – which replaces a steel
export base and will be used to store products
such as grain.
Chief executive Frans Calje said the venture has
created 44 posts.
He added it marks a watershed moment in the
port’s diversification following the collapse of
Redcar steelmaker SSI UK in 2015.

A clothing and personal protective equipment
supplier has moved closer to a £50 million sales
target after a turnover boost.
Workwear Express, based on Durham City’s
outskirts, has seen latest annual revenues increase
30 per cent to £23 million.
Bosses said the rise leaves it on course to meet
their goal of achieving £50 million turnover by
2023.
The firm previously spent £4 million on an
additional 40,000 sq ft manufacturing site.

UTILITIES

MANUFACTURING

Office expansion

Jobs secured

A cost management firm has agreed a £3 million
office deal it believes will help create hundreds of
jobs.
Great Annual Savings Group has taken further
space at Seaham’s Spectrum Business Park.
The move means the company – which employs
around 300 staff and helps operators lower utilities
costs – now occupies 80,000sq ft at the east
Durham hub.
Chief executive Brad Groves [pictured] said the
deal provides room to eventually employ more
than 1000 people.

More than 100 jobs have been saved following a
takeover deal for a glass maker.
Romag Limited and Romag PPM Limited are
now in the hands of Sweden’s Dellner Bubenzer
Group.
The agreement has created Dellner Romag
Limited.
Based on Consett’s Leadgate Industrial Estate,
the business is known for previously supplying
Newton Aycliffe’s Hitachi Rail with train windows
and London Zoo with anti-reflective security glass
for a lion enclosure.

• Team Valley’s Green
Global Environmental has
developed an air steriliser
it says removes 99 per
cent of workplace airborne
microbes – including
recognised corona viruses.
Hailing its SteriLumen
UT-225 apparatus, director
Tony Ford said: “This is a
vital tool for businesses
and organisations.”
• Retail sales jumped higher
than pre-COVID-19 levels
in July as clothing and
petrol demand recovered,
according to the Office
for National Statistics.
Sales volumes increased
3.6 per cent in July, when
compared with June, and
were three per cent above
February’s pre-pandemic
heights.
• Newcastle-based wealth
management and
property lending firm
Tier One Capital has
reported a strongerthan-expected first
quarter, despite COVID-19
turbulence. Bosses said
it is experiencing “green
shoots of encouragement”
that include a £12 million
increase in its property
lending pipeline.
• Postgraduate students at
Teesside University are
supporting NHS workers
through the COVID-19
pandemic. Trainee clinical
psychologists Fiona Wood
and Lewis Marston are
volunteering as hosts in
virtual common rooms
– a national programme
founded to support NHS
workers’ mental well-being.
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Testing firm eyes national expansion
after £1 million support
A ground investigation firm is targeting growth after a £1 million
investment package helped create new jobs and paved the way for a
laboratory development.
Exploration & Testing Associates (ETA) has bolstered its
workforce and set up a new research hub aimed at delivering fresh
innovation across the materials analysis sector.
The business, based in Bowburn, near Durham City, expects the
laboratory to be fully operational by the autumn.
Bosses say the endeavour marks a crucial step in the company’s
ambition to establish a network of regional offices that offer testing

alongside geotechnical and geo-environmental support.
Funding for the project was secured through private investment,
RBS and NatWest.
ETA also worked with NEL Fund Managers to secure a £150,000
investment from the North East Growth Capital Fund supported by
the European Regional Development Fund.

FINANCE

ENGINEERING

HEALTHCARE

Baldwins Group grows
with Smart Outdoor
collaboration

UTS Engineering
strengthens operations
with Ulrich deal

Pathology operator in
good health with cash
injection

Accountancy and business advisory firm
Baldwins Group has added an advertising
operator to its client list.
The company is now working with
IAMCATZ Limited, which trades as Smart
Outdoor and is based on Rainton Bridge
Business Park, in Houghton-le-Spring.
Known for providing digital promotional
outdoor screens in cities and shopping
centres, IAMCATZ counts JD Sports and
American Golf as clients.
Brian Logan, a consultant in Baldwins’
Sunderland office, said: “IAMCATZ is a
perfect example of a business where our
service really comes into its own.”

An engineer has dug the foundations for
expansion with a deal for an excavator parts
maker.
Jarrow-based UTS Engineering has taken
on Ulrich Limited.
Known for designing front-end
attachments for excavators, tractors and
telescopic handlers, Buckinghamshirebased Ulrich counts JCB and Volvo among
its customers.
Shaun Sadler, UTS’ founder and
managing director, said: “Ulrich is highly
respected in its sector for the quality and
innovation of its products.”
Matt Collen and Emma Pern, of
Newcastle-based law firm Sintons,
completed the deal on behalf of UTS.

A pathology service provider says it has
avoided COVID-19 cashflow concerns after
securing a £325,000 loan.
Acculabs Diagnostics UK Limited has
received support from the Coronavirus
Business Interruption Loan Scheme.
Bosses at the Wynyard-based firm –
which has installed and managed more
than 120 laboratories in hospitals and
clinics – say the cash will also help buy new
equipment.
The company secured the loan – with the
help of MHA Tait Walker – from NPIF-FW
Capital Debt Finance, which is managed
by FW Capital and part of the Northern
Powerhouse Investment Fund.

10

11

MONTHLY REPORT
Teesworks

MONTHLY REPORT
When the fires were extinguished on SSI UK’s fleeting renaissance of Redcar’s blast furnace in
2015, the town’s historic steelworks fell painfully silent. Now, however, there is fresh hope. The
Teesworks development, launched by Tees Valley Mayor Ben Houchen, aims to transform the
sprawling industrial zone into a 20,000-job international commercial hub. Steven Hugill finds out
more

H

ugged by coiling streaks of purple
and gold, Redcar’s vertical pier,
at first glance, looks like a giant
fairground helter-skelter slide.
The centrepiece of a multimillion-pound scheme to revitalise the town’s
esplanade, the pier – or Redcar Beacon to use
its official title – is a flash of modernity amid the
seaside tradition of amusement arcades and ice
cream parlours.
Climb its spiral staircase and a viewing platform
affords visitors a panoramic outlook.
Glance one way and the fun and colour of
day-trippers juxtaposes with the regimented,
brown-tiled roofs of terraced streets. Scan another,
and ships sail across the horizon, ferrying goods to
and from Teesport.
Squint a little further along the coastline and
something else looms into view; Redcar’s vast
steelworks site.
Latterly operated by SSI UK, it has stood
dormant since 2015 when the Thai operator’s
steelmaking dream collapsed into liquidation.
The base, however, is about to be re-awoken.
Under the guidance of Tees Valley Mayor
Ben Houchen, the 4500-acre estate is being
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transformed into a huge commercial hub.
Renamed Teesworks – and carrying the
strapline of the UK’s largest industrial zone –
Mayor Houchen says the venture has the potential
to create 20,000 new jobs.
If the Redcar Beacon is representative of some
cosmetic treatment to revive the town’s fortunes
as a coastal hotspot, Teesworks is major surgical
intervention for its future economic success.
After battling with SSI and Thai banks to
relinquish their hold on hundreds of acres of
land, Mayor Houchen was equally successful in
acquiring a compulsory purchase order that gave
his South Tees Development Corporation the keys
to the steelworks and another 112 acres.
Such triumphs mean work has been able to
start in earnest on site, with local contractors
remediating ground to seed new growth.
Plans have been submitted for a 4.5 million sq ft
manufacturing hub, which is earmarked to create
9000 permanent jobs, and a further 200 acres have
been set aside for Net Zero Teesside.
A carbon capture and storage project, led by
the BP, ENI, Equinor, Shell and Total consortium,
Net Zero Teesside will be, says Mayor Houchen, a
“world-first”.

Championed for its potential to create the UK’s
first zero-carbon industrial cluster, the scheme
aims to remove up to ten million tonnes of carbon
dioxide from Tees Valley’s skyline before storing it
underground.
To help make this happen, a £150million, fiveyear programme – to demolish structures that
include the site’s iconic blast furnace and coke
ovens – has been unveiled.
The work, announced in mid-August, is
expected to support up to 300 jobs and could
begin as early as March next year.
For the man at the helm, it all represents a
welcome point in the journey to take Teesworks
from map to materiality.
“This has all been bottled up for the last twoand-a-half years,” says Mayor Houchen, referring
to the drawn-out acquisition of land on the former
steel base.
“They were frustrating periods because of the
complexities of the site and how SSI and the banks
dug their heels in.
“But we always set out to make Teesworks an
international site and I’m very pleased we’re able
to do that now.”
According to the Mayor’s plans, nearly 20
additional contracts to further prepare the site for
its second coming will be tendered over the next
few months, in the process supporting the local
employment landscape.
“We’d already created 208 jobs on the site by
the time we launched Teesworks, and the new
contracts will take the figure to 390 over the next
12 months,” says Mayor Houchen.
“However, they will end up creating 760 posts
as they ramp up.
“Contracts have already gone to County
Durham’s Hall Construction, Hartlepool’s
Seymour Civil Engineering and Redcar’s CW
Russell, and we are just about to confirm another
local company for the clean-up of some big tanks
before they are demolished.
“I want local jobs for local people,” he continues.
“I spoke to one lad on site recently who had

been recruited the week before.
“He was from Grangetown – so can literally
walk to work – but had previously been all over
the country for employment.
“This is a Godsend for him, and I want more
stories like his.”
While looking to the future, however, Mayor
Houchen is also keeping an eye on the past,
with site tours arranged to take place before the
bulldozers fully move in.
Such is demand, though, that an initial 250
places sold out in 35 minutes, with a further 1000
snapped up in six hours.
As North East Times went to print, hundreds
more spaces had been reserved.
“A lot of people who have signed up worked
on the site, or have parents or grandparents that
did,” says Mayor Houchen, who has appealed to
former employees and local residents for ways
to recognise the steelworks’ place in Tees Valley
history.
“To them, it is a part of their family; it is a
bittersweet moment, but they appreciate we need
to look to the future.”
If Teesworks is to fulfil its potential it will, says
Mayor Houchen, be partly attributable to the new
transport links at Teesside International Airport.
After returning the hub to public ownership,
Mayor Houchen has overseen a number of fresh
carrier agreements, which include the return of a
Heathrow service.
“We have two absolutely unique pieces of
infrastructure that are right next to each other,”
i
he says.
“They are the drivers that will change the future TEESWORKS
of the Tees Valley economy; you cannot have one www.teesworks.co.uk
@TeesworksUK
without the other.
“Look at Jebel Ali in the United Arab Emirates –
it is a port that is intrinsically linked to the airport.
“Investors don’t want to fly to Manchester and
then spend two-and-a-half hours travelling over
the Pennines.
“International investors come through an
airport terminal – they don’t arrive on a bus.”
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Q
OPINION

Burning Issue

BURNING ISSUE

With Britain moving inexorably towards the conclusion of its EU transition period, is the
Government providing enough clarity and support for businesses to be successful from
January 1, 2021 onwards? Are there any lessons from the COVID-19 pandemic that
could be applied to future trading policy?

John Elliott
Chairman
Ebac

There is very little doubt the UK has handled COVID-19 very
badly, so we should not expect our performance outside the EU
to be as good as it could be. Nevertheless, it will be better than if
we had stayed in. Despite the EU’s awkwardness, they will become
pragmatic at the 12th hour and businesses will adapt to whatever is
agreed. In the long-term, the wealth of the country will depend on
an effective economy balancing our ‘book’ by making more of what
we currently import. Unfortunately, I am less confident this will
happen today than I was when Boris Johnson was elected.

Sarah Glendinning

North East regional director
CBI

We know that businesses across the North East, like elsewhere in the
UK, have been hit hard by the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic.
But when I talk to firms in the region, I hear of the innovative ways
they’ve adapted in such tough times. Resilience across supply chains
is just one aspect of this, and we can certainly take lessons from this,
when looking to adapt to new rules from January 1. But to help the
North East maximise its potential, we still need a deal with the EU to
provide certainty for firms and kick-start our economic recovery.

Catriona Lingwood

Andrew Moorby

The key areas of concern from a Constructing Excellence
perspective are those the Construction Leadership Council are
focusing on, and we are very supportive of their task group. The
Brexit Working Group will produce information and signpost
guidance to help prepare for Brexit. Their aim is to identify issues
(in the event of no agreement) that the Government should address
in advance of the expiry of the transition period. The work will be
split into four key workstreams: movement of people; movement of
goods and materials; standards and alignment; and data adequacy.

At the start of the pandemic, the Government’s message was clear,
with strong lines of communication, reinforced by proactive press
coverage. In addition, the rapid deployment of Government-backed
loans and the furlough scheme gave businesses breathing space to
cope with traumatic change. If trade agreements are not agreed with
the EU, and other key trading partners, the impact will be significant,
at a time when resources are reduced. We need politicians to show
the same leadership, drive and clarity of message and we need this
now, so we have time to prepare for January 1.

Chief executive
Constructing Excellence in the North East
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Managing partner
MHA Tait Walker
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RECRUITMENT

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

Christopher Welch
Managing partner
Sintons

Law firm Sintons has appointed a new managing
partner.
Christopher Welch has taken on the role at the
Newcastle-based company.
A corporate partner in the business, Christopher
takes over from Mark Quigley, who became the
firm’s first managing partner in 2017.
“I look forward to meeting the challenges ahead,”
said Christopher.
“We have a hugely capable team with many talented,
committed people I know I can put my trust in.”

Grant Murray

Currency strategist; North UK
and Europe
GPS Capital Markets

GPS Capital Markets, headquartered in Salt Lake
City, has appointed Grant Murray as currency
strategist for North UK and Europe.
Bringing more than 25 years’ financial markets
experience, Grant previously held roles in the
North East with Santander Corporate Banking and
National Australia Bank, and was latterly with XE
Currency.
He will look to use the firm’s unique FXpert
technology to help firms in the region trade globally.

Eleanor Lowes
Solicitor
Silk Family Law

Erica Hardy
Solicitor
Hay & Kilner

Experienced legal practitioner Erica Hardy has
joined Hay & Kilner’s clinical negligence team.
A solicitor at the Newcastle-headquartered law
firm, she is working on a range of clinical, medical
and dental cases across the region.
Erica, who is from Washington, said: “Hay &
Kilner has always had an excellent reputation for
its clinical negligence work; when the opportunity
came along to join, I was extremely keen to take it
up.”

Gillian Hall

Innovation Board chair
North East Local Enterprise
Partnership

Gillian Hall is the new chair of the North East Local
Enterprise Partnership’s (LEP) Innovation Board.
Gillian, who has more than 25 years’ experience
as a business owner, non-executive director and
corporate lawyer, will lead the board as it supports
the LEP’s blueprint to create more and better jobs.
She said: “By encouraging innovation, we can
boost the region’s productivity, create more jobs and
make a positive difference to lives.”

Nick Bramley

Business development director
FloKi Health

i
APPOINTMENTS
Have you moved job or
appointed someone to your
team? Contact
steven@netimesmagazine.co.uk
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A North East solicitor has returned to her roots.
Eleanor Lowes has joined Silk Family Law’s
Newcastle office.
Born and raised in Gateshead, Eleanor returns
to the North East having previously worked as an
associate for a firm in London.
In her role at Silk Family Law, she will operate
alongside partners to advise clients on a range of
family matters such as divorce, financial remedy,
children issues and pre-nuptial agreements.

A health start-up has appointed a new business
development director to drive future growth.
Nick Bramley has taken on the role at FloKi
Health.
He will oversee new business strategy and
outreach at the firm, which is known for digital
services that allow hospitals to manage and
maintain medical equipment.
His arrival complements a wider expansion, with
the firm having taken its project team from eight to
18 people in the last 12 months.
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The future of business

IN THE LIMELIGHT
With the UK officially in recession following the COVID-19 pandemic, the Government has
promised decisive action to nurse the country – and its finances – back to health by levelling up
the economic and social opportunities across its many regions. But what does this really mean
and how will the North East, so long viewed by many as a postscript in the national agenda, fit
into this new landscape? Steven Hugill finds out more

A

s surprises go, it was hardly a
jack-in-the-box moment.
From the second the
Government unfurled its
COVID-19 lockdown plan, it was
a question of when, rather than if, we would begin
to see – and feel – the economic ramifications of a
country grinding to a halt.
That moment formally came in mid-August,
when figures from the Office for National Statistics
revealed the UK economy suffered a record 20.4
per cent fall between April and June.
Coupled with a 2.2 per cent drop in the months
between January and March, it meant the UK had
officially fallen into recession for the first time
since 2009.
In truth, though, we’d known this months
earlier.
Chancellor Rishi Sunak tipped us the wink back
in May, telling a Select Committee on Economic
Affairs that “we are likely to face a severe
recession, the likes of which we have not seen”.
In the same economic health warning, the
North Yorkshire MP used the phrase ‘scarring’
eight times.
Here, he was referring to the fiscal damage
caused by the sweeping, ruthless pandemic.
But move forward a few weeks and the mention
picked up new meaning.
Speaking in Dudley in late June, Prime Minister
Boris Johnson laid out plans to ‘build back
better’ from COVID-19, promising dramatic
improvements to health and social care and
increased investment in housing and skills.
Furthermore, he rolled out a blueprint to
‘mend the indefensible gap in opportunity and
productivity and connectivity between the regions
of the UK’, capping his intent with a vow to ‘unite
and level up’ the country.
Essentially then, removing the scars of the past
to create a healthier future.
But what does it really mean? And how will the
North East fit in?
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For many, this region has long been a forgotten
sibling of the Westminster family when it comes
to investment that supports new growth while rebalancing the social and employment landscapes.
What the recession – and, moreover, the
subsequent Government repair job – must do
is ensure the Prime Minister’s commitment is
not merely a buzz phrase doled out around the
country for easy headlines, but something that
carries meaning and impact across all regions.
Whatever the nature of the UK’s economic
recovery, be it a V-shaped or even U-shaped
improvement, it must not go pear-shaped when it
comes to levelling up the country.
To revisit the Chancellor’s scarring reference,
the North East cannot be left injured while
contemporaries undergo surgery to soften past
wounds.
It is a point on which Jonathan Walker, North
East England Chamber of Commerce, assistant
director – policy, wholeheartedly concurs.
He says that while the region can control much
of its destiny, it nevertheless remains crucial the
Government acknowledges the need to invest in
the North East if it serious about balancing the
country.
“The North East urgently needs the idea of
levelling up to actually mean something, rather
than it simply being yet another soundbite with
little in the way of substance behind it,” he says.
“The impact of the pandemic and recession will
not be felt evenly between regions.
“We went into this crisis with above average
unemployment levels and higher rates of
inequality than many other places in the UK – this
must be recognised by the Government.
“Our region has so much to offer the UK and
the world.”
Jonathan says this potential will, in the main
be catalysed by the people and businesses of the
North East, but he reiterates this work must have
central support.
“The solutions to many of our challenges sit

within our own hands, but the Government has a
significant role to play in ensuring any economic
recovery is fair both between, and within, different
regions,” he says.
“This means including our region at the heart
of economic decision-making and taking the bold,
difficult decisions that prioritise investment in
the North East ahead of other places to close the
economic gap.
He adds: “We’ve seen the strength of our
region’s business community first-hand during
this crisis.
“There is an overwhelming desire to build a
stronger North East economy.
“If the Government is smart, and listens to the
North East, it can leverage that desire to improve
wealth and wellbeing across our region.”
Jen Hartley, director at Invest Newcastle UK
– the body that helps firms locate, expand and
grow in the city – echoes Jonathan’s calls around
Government support, saying central help will add
a crucial spark to work being done at a local level.
“If the Government really wants to level up the
country, then it must give us the tools to do so,”
says Jen.
“One of the big things is the upskilling of people
– we have companies that are recruiting but we
need to make sure we have the right people, with
the right skills, to access the jobs.”
Highlighting the recent North East expansions
of computer games developer Ubisoft, automated
anti-money laundering technology specialist
Caspian and communications firm BT, Jen says the
foundations are very much being laid for future
prosperity – which central Government backing
will only augment.
“We have been enthused by the successes of
companies, particularly in the tech and digital,
corporate tax, e-commerce and ageing economy
spaces against the backdrop of COVID-19.
“Our region’s strengths in these sectors will
play a vital role in the recovery and renewal of our
economy.
“We’ve also seen Ubisoft take further studio
space in Gosforth’s Partnership House and BT
identify its Newcastle hub as a flagship base for the
workplace of the future.
“It is promising to see businesses recognising us
as a ‘northern city hub’ as they look to move from
multiple office locations and big London-based

headquarters, valuing the quality of life and talent
we offer.
“As a team, we are doing a lot on the trade side
of things, on both pan-regional and international
levels.
“This includes speaking to (unpaid Minister
for Investment) Lord Grimstone and his MP
colleagues about a £67.5 million Northern
Powerhouse proposition – which would enhance
our investment offer and bring greater trade into
the region.
“Our world-leading research and sector-led
expertise in ageing also means Newcastle is
starting to become the go-to place for investors
and companies looking to work in the UK on
ageing projects and innovations.
“Being pioneers of the longevity economy
enables us deliver economic growth and build
relationships with areas around the world with
similar specialisms; it is another string to our bow
as we look towards the recovery of our economy.”
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INTERVIEW
Gary Forrest

10 QUESTIONS
Gary Forrest is the founder and chairman of The High Street Group. North East born and bred,
Gary has more than 30 years’ experience in financial services and property investment and
development. Founded in 2006, The High Street Group is active in the residential, property
development, construction and hospitality sectors, with several bars and hotels in the North East.
Currently valued at £1.5 billion, the group employs around 350 people and is involved in several
UK large-scale property schemes, including Newcastle’s tallest building, Hadrian’s Tower. It has
more than £1 billion of developments in its pipeline

W

hat was your first break
in business?
After leaving Spennymoor
Comprehensive, I took
part in a Margaret
Thatcher community scheme, cleaning parks
and painting buildings. But it was with Allied
Dunbar Financial Services where I had my first
opportunity in business aged 19. I specialised
in mortgages, which taught me about property
and funding. It encouraged me to set up my own
mortgage brokers, which I subsequently sold in
2003, building it into a £1 billion a year firm with
72 staff.
What did you want to be growing up?
I dreamed of being a footballer. I got to play at a
local non-league level, but it was my ambition to
play for Everton, who I’ve supported since I was
young. I’m still involved in the game, managing
West Auckland FC in the Northern League, which

is a real passion of mine. It is my freedom and how
I take my mind off work when I can.
What made you set up your own business?
The mortgage business, High Street Loans, gave
me the taste of being in business and also, after
I sold, I had the chance to work at board level
with the new owners GMAC, and subsequently
Cerberus, both international organisations
where I gained invaluable experience that set me
in good stead for when I moved into property
investment. I realised there needed to be an endto-end solution from land acquisition to project
completion, which led to the formation of The
High Street Group.
What is your company’s mission?
Through our presence in the build-to-rent market,
combined with our knowledge and experience of
hospitality and retail, we want to develop property
schemes that create long-term, sustainable
communities. The rental market is broken with
tenants usually on short-term leases, which
means cohesive neighbourhoods fail to mature
and properties are not always kept to the highest
quality. Private rental sector developments, owned
by the institutions we work with, overcome these
challenges and also help to meet the Government’s
new homes targets.
How do you get the best out of your team/staff?
There has to be a lot of engagement with your
people. They must want to be on the same journey
as you to make the business a success. By getting
them engaged with what they do it becomes more
than just a job and creates a passion to achieve.
This is supported by passing on responsibility and
it encourages people to take ownership of what
they are doing, which, in my experience, delivers
results and a supportive, collaborative workforce.
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What has been your career highlight?
Without doubt, selling my first company. Having
started it from scratch at a relatively young age,
with market knowledge, but hardly any business
experience, I was incredibly proud that it attracted
the interest of an organisation of the size and scale
of GMAC. I’d worked extremely hard to establish
and scale the business and was honoured that it
could become an integral part of a global business.
What has been your biggest challenge?
Entrepreneurs are switched on to their businesses
almost 100 per cent of the time, which makes
having time for other things very difficult. The
recent months of the pandemic have been even
more extreme because the situation changed so
rapidly and so often. As a business, we had to
remain exceptionally agile and aware of potential
impacts across our portfolio of property and
hospitality operations, which dominated my
time. I am pleased to say it was worth the effort
as we continue to ramp up our activity across the
country.
Who or what inspires you?
In a word, achievement. Setting a target and
achieving it is really inspirational. When I joined
Allied Dunbar, becoming the country’s youngest
financial advisor, they gave me a psychometric test
and it literally went off the charts. They asked if I
had ambition to own a Porsche and I said if I had a
Porsche, I’d want a Ferrari and if I had a Ferrari, I’d
want a Lamborghini. There’s never been a limit to
my ambition; there still isn’t and it drives me.
What are your company/organisation’s short and
long-term goals?
In the short-term, we are focusing on delivering
high-quality developments that we have in our
pipeline. We currently have around £1 billion

worth of projects in the pipeline across the
UK, mainly in key cities such as Newcastle,
Birmingham and Manchester. For the long-term,
I want The High Street Group to become the UK’s
largest private rental sector development company.
How do you achieve a good work/life balance?
As I said earlier, this is the greatest challenge and
any entrepreneur who tells you they have found
the holy grail of work/life balance won’t be telling
you the whole truth. My family have been very
understanding and supportive and I have the
football, but my thoughts are never very far away
from the business.

i
GARY FORREST
www.thehighstreetgroup.com
www.linkedin.com/in/garyforrest-10449110/
@highstreetgroup
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – BUSINESS
Business Durham

A BRIGHT FUTURE FOR JADE
Launching a new business park in the middle of a pandemic might not seem the easiest thing in
the world, but Jade Business Park has its first tenant, contract terms out on another three units
and strong interest in the rest. Richard Dawson speaks to Business Durham’s managing director,
Sarah Slaven, about the latest developments at Jade and other development schemes across the
county

W

hen Japanese Fortune
500 company Sumitomo
announced it was moving
into the first of several
industrial units at Jade
Business Park in July, it was a vote of confidence
– not just for the new business location but for
County Durham as a whole.
At a time when many businesses are struggling
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to cope with the fallout from the coronavirus
pandemic, Durham County Council’s economic
development arm, Business Durham, is pressing
ahead with plans to transform the area and
support recovery.
Business Durham manages a number of key
business locations across the county, each of which
has experienced COVID-19 in different ways.
The North East Technology Park (NETPark),
for example, has had an incredibly busy 2020,
owing to the fact that many of the businesses
based there work in life sciences and technology –
two sectors at the forefront of finding solutions to
the public health crisis.
Sarah Slaven, managing director of Business
Durham, reflects: “A lot of the businesses located
at NETPark didn’t stop at all because of the nature
of what they do.
“Some companies were responding to the
Government’s call for the production of ventilators
and hand sanitisers, while others are involved in
research and development projects relating to
vaccines, testing and treatments.”
While working to serve the growing demands
of the busy business cluster at NETPark,
Business Durham has also been supporting those
businesses that are struggling because of the
pandemic.
“Some businesses have now accessed all of the
support available, whether it be furloughing staff
or getting the various grants that are available
and still need support to get back on track.” Sarah
explains.
As the reopening of the economy continues,
Sarah hopes that recovery can get underway for
these businesses as well.
Positively, one of County Durham’s most
important regeneration projects, Jade Business
Park, has continued to make progress in recent
months. Built on a former colliery and cokeworks,
it is set to provide more than 1 million sq ft of

new employment space and over 2500 jobs. It is
owned by Durham County Council, managed by
Business Durham and delivered in partnership
with Highbridge Developments and the North
East Local Enterprise Partnership.
Phase one of Jade Business Park reached
practical completion on August 14 and provides
155,000 sq ft of industrial space for businesses
working in distribution, technology and advanced
manufacturing.
The contractor appointed for the site, Bowmer
and Kirkland, worked through the lockdown to
ensure that construction work moved forward
on schedule and in time for Sumitomo Electrical
Wiring Systems Europe (SEWS-E) to move in.
“Given everything that’s been going on, I think
they’ve done a great job,” adds Sarah.
Interest in Jade Business Park has also been very
strong, with a number of viewings booked in and
contract terms already out on three of the seven
industrial units, which range from 11,109 sq ft to
55,000 sq ft.
It’s easy to see why Jade is attracting such
interest, even in the most testing of circumstances.
Located just off the A19 trunk road, the park
is ideal for logistics businesses looking for easy
access to the UK’s transport network and for those
looking to maximise opportunities in the North
East’s thriving advanced manufacturing cluster.
Brand new industrial units are also in short
supply across the region, particularly those that
can be purpose-designed to suit specific business
needs.
One of the biggest draws to Jade though, is that
it has secured Enterprise Zone status. This means
that new occupiers taking space there can get five
years free business rates up to £275,000.
Enterprise Zones have been used by the
Government to help local economies recover ever
since deindustrialisation and the closure of coal
mines and shipyards in the 1980s.

Their regenerating powers will be needed for
just that purpose today.
Sarah says: “The real benefit in terms of
attracting businesses is that you get a five-year
period where you don’t have to pay any business
rates.
“That’s a key cost-saving if you’re a
manufacturing business or you need a reasonably
big unit to operate.”
Quite apart from these benefits is the fact that
demand in the part of the commercial real estate
market that Jade Business Park exists in is unlikely
to be negatively affected by the pandemic.
Advanced manufacturing is something that
can’t be done from home and therefore, businesses
will continue to need high-quality industrial
premises to be able to make their products.
When taken together, it looks like the future
is bright for Jade Business Park, a site that will
hopefully drive regeneration and investment in
County Durham for many years to come.
Sarah concludes: “Of course there’s going to
be some hard times ahead but it’s our job to keep
sight of where we’re going and make sure we’ve got
the support to help those that are struggling but
also those that are in a position to take advantage
of the opportunities.”

i
BUSINESS DURHAM
www.businessdurham.co.uk
@_BusinessDurham
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ADVERTISING FEATURE
Muckle LLP

WHAT I'VE LEARNT
Will McKay is a partner in law firm Muckle LLP’s award-winning real estate team. Specialising in
high-density city centre development and funding across the UK, he has advised on some of the
region’s top regeneration projects, including the Newgate Centre, St James Gate and Central Park,
Darlington

T

alk to people. The more ‘easy’
conversations you have, the easier
difficult conversations will be. By
talking and listening to your clients,
contacts and colleagues you quickly
get to know how they work and how you can help.
Email and social are fine but talking builds strong
relationships quickly. My dad was a lawyer and
became a successful council leader. He understood
how influential relationships could be and instilled
in me how important they are to business.
A chain is only as strong as its weakest link. In
practice, that is all about striving for excellence
as one team. Teamwork is one of Muckle LLP’s
core values. In normal times at least, all 150+
of us operate from one large open plan office.
That helps to foster a positive workplace culture
that thrives on working closely together, literally
and figuratively, as we are doing now with
everyone working from home due to COVID-19.
Everybody has strengths and weaknesses but by
investing in your team and developing each other,
you cannot fail to strengthen the chain.

i
MUCKLE LLP
www.muckle-llp
@MuckleLLP

Trust is invaluable. It can take years to win
and seconds to lose but everyone is fallible
and learning from mistakes is a rite of passage.
However, nothing obliterates trust like a mistake
that has been covered up and there is almost
always a way to rectify it. There is nothing more
damaging to relationships than attempting to pass
the buck or hide something that’s gone wrong. It is
much better to take responsibility, learn and spend
your time preventing the mistake from happening
again.
The beauty of our region is that it’s easy to
create a network beyond the confines of your
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profession. I was always amazed that people like
Michael Spriggs, Lucy Armstrong and Charles
May during his time at Brewin Dolphin – hugely
experienced business figures – were happy to
spend time talking to a 20-something-year-old
me when I could so easily have been ignored. It
did wonders for my confidence and taught me
valuable lessons as I developed into a leadership
role at Muckle. It opened up opportunities to use
my skills helping local charities and I will strive
to always have time for the younger generation
coming through today.
I love being involved in developments that
help regenerate communities, like Newcastle’s
Newgate Centre, where we advised developer
McAleer & Rushe on the 1.75 acre regeneration of
the former 1960s shopping centre. Due to adverse
market conditions, it took ten years to complete,
but it now adds tremendous commercial and
aesthetic value to the city. It’s also another
opportunity to bore the kids as we drive past and
say ‘look, there’s one of mine’.
It takes two sides to build a bridge, so always try
to ensure every transaction is fair. There’s little
to be gained in point scoring, especially in the
North East. Instead, try to understand the other
side’s commercial position and goals. It will help
you devise a strategy to get the best result for your
client and both parties will feel like a fair deal
has been done, which can benefit you in future
transactions.
Recruit the right junior people. Invest in them.
Develop them. Retain them. Trying to get senior
people to adapt to your culture is far more difficult
than embedding your culture in the business
leaders of tomorrow.
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – BUILT ENVIRONMENT
Metnor Group

A YEAR AS CEO
Chris Cant, CEO of Metnor Group, reflects on a year overseeing the upwards trajectory of
the company

T

ell us a bit about Metnor Group, and
how the company has evolved over
the last five years?
Founded in the 1960s, Metnor
Group is a far cry from the
business it was. It now has three main operating
divisions: construction, mechanical and electrical
contracting, and the supply of pressure testing
equipment to the oil and gas industry.
When I was appointed managing director of

Metnor Construction in 2015, the first thing I
wanted to do was address the clear gaps in our
offer and brand, and to tackle concerns around
staffing and resources. It was also important
that we worked on our brand image from the
inside out to ensure that who we were internally,
reflected how we are perceived externally.
I could see so much potential in the business
and I knew with the right changes and a clear
vision in place we could achieve great things. I’d
wake up in the night with ‘light bulb moments’,
frantically looking for a pen and paper so I could
write them down.
At the time, our biggest contracts were worth
£5 million to £10 million but are now between £20
million and £50 million, which is remarkable. It
shows how far we’ve come.
Now, as CEO of the Metnor Group, I’d like to
continue on the upwards trajectory building on
what we have achieved. To do this, we need to
be flexible, adaptable and constantly reviewing
the business's infrastructure, ensuring that all
divisions of the group are working cohesively for
the benefit of our clients.
To manage that process you need great people
and I’m exceptionally proud that we have attracted
and retained what, in my opinion, are the region’s
best staff. We have a strong senior management
team in place across each business who are
working together to help us deliver our business
plan. One element to helping us achieve that is
encouraging our staff to push the boundaries as a
business further than we have before.
How would you describe Metnor Group’s core
values?
We have four core values at Metnor Group,
which have been created in collaboration with
our staff. We knew early on that if they were to
mean anything, our staff had to take ownership
of them. ‘Challenge yourself ’ encourages our
people to continue to grow and develop and to
step out of their comfort zones to provide better
experiences and outcomes for clients. ‘Be stronger
together’ centres on building close and connected
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relationships with our clients and teams because
we believe that when we work together, we grow
together too. The company embraces collaborative
working across the board and the team instils this
approach by being open and friendly.
‘Embracing change’ is also a key part of who
we are. We live in a fast-paced world and so it’s
important we are agile in our thinking and not
afraid to try new things. Our last value is about
each of us taking responsibility to ‘play your
part’, doing more than just turning up but being
accountable for our job and taking ownership for
the impact we have.
Where do you see the company in five years?
Having worked for the company for over 17 years,
I’ve seen a lot of change, but my vision for the
future of the business remains the same. I wanted
to build on solid foundations established over the
years – such as completing our projects on time,
within budget and to an exceptional quality. To do
that I needed to improve our internal brand and
ensure our new and existing customers bought
into that vision. Our challenge will be unifying
all the divisions under the group brand as we
continue to grow, while allowing them to flourish
individually too. We also want to harness the
collective expertise of the Metnor Group divisions,
from our construction services to the mechanical
and electrical installation services of our Norstead
division in order to offer a total solution for our
clients.
In terms of revenue growth, in five years, I’d like
to see us consistently achieve turnover in excess of
£150 million per annum and for Metnor Group to
be known as an industry leader in the UK for the
sectors we operate in. With the plans and team we
have in place, I am confident of this being more
than achievable.
Overall, we remain relentlessly focussed on
delivering the highest standard of work to our
key sectors, including student accommodation,
care homes, hotels and leisure, data centres,
commercial, retail and healthcare.
If you could describe the future Metnor Group in
one sentence, what would it be?
‘An outstanding company in the UK that genuinely
cares about all the people we work with from our
staff to supply chain’.

You’ve been CEO for just over a year now, what
qualities do you think it takes to be a good
leader?
I’d like to think I bring drive, energy and
enthusiasm to my CEO role. You need to have
confidence and a ‘can-do’ attitude backed up
with technical ability and tenacity to see things
through. You can’t be afraid of making difficult
decisions, no matter how hard they may be and
making the necessary changes when needed.
Patience is also vital and keeping that razor-sharp
focus on the long-term vision of the business.
Not everything will happen overnight – but it will
happen.
Mentors and role models are important too. I’ve
had a number throughout my career. That said, my
biggest inspiration is and always will be my mum.
Her philosophy simple – work hard and be nice to
people. I think that really resonates with who we
are at Metnor.

i
METNOR GROUP
www.metnor.co.uk
@Metnor_
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – BUSINESS
Pegasus Group

PEGASUS GROUP SPREADS ITS
WINGS IN NEWCASTLE
As Newcastle bucks the UK trend in take-up of office space*, national development consultancy
Pegasus Group has unveiled new city centre premises

P

egasus Group opened its Newcastle
office just over 12 months ago, but
a much higher growth in the region
than anticipated has seen the team
rapidly expand with a subsequent
need for larger office space.
The national development consultancy is now
based in Gainsborough House, a refurbished
Grade II Listed building on Grey Street, which
is owned by Adderstone Group. The 3200 sq ft
of space will accommodate a team of eight, with
room for further growth.
Headed up by senior director Sandra Manson,
the Newcastle team includes associate planner
Chris Martin, principal planner Emma Moon,
senior urban designer Robert Metcalfe and
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graduate planner Charlotte Connor. They
will soon be joined by graduate planner Nick
Robertson, and a new office manager/PA, who
will join the team in September. Meanwhile,
Birmingham director Hanna Mawson has
relocated to her home town of Newcastle to join
the team.
Over 13 years at Pegasus Group, Hanna – has
and continues to – deliver complex infrastructure
projects, commercial, mixed-use and residential
developments in challenging locations across
the country, as well as promoting strategic land
through the development plan process.
Hanna brings a portfolio of high-profile
developments to the Newcastle office and is
looking forward to reconnecting with people,

places and opportunities in the North East.
In addition, Joe Stenson, urban design and
architecture director, works across the Leeds and
Newcastle offices, with a growing portfolio of
clients and residential projects in the North, and
plays a key role in Pegasus Group’s growth within
the region.
Pegasus Group is recognised as one of the
leading national development consultancies.
With more than 330 skilled and experienced staff
operating from 15 offices in the UK and Ireland,
the company’s services span the entire project
process from site finding, acquisition and planning
through to design and delivery, specialising in
planning, design, environment, economics and
heritage.
Sandra reflects: “Since opening our Newcastle
office last year, we have seen much higher growth
in work than we envisaged.
“While this is excellent news for Pegasus Group,
it also reflects a level of investment and confidence
in the North East that is exciting and that clearly
bucks the trend of much of the UK.
“We very much wanted to be in the heart of the
city, in the historic core, and what better location
is there than the world-renowned Grey Street?
Having started her working life in the planning
department at Newcastle City Council, Sandra
has held various local and central government
roles before moving to the private sector in
2005. During her career, she has developed
extensive experience across various planning
fields including residential, commercial, sport,
recreation and leisure. Sandra’s past work
includes the promotion of schemes through the
development plan process as well as through
planning applications in the shorter term and
expert witness roles.
The array of successful projects completed by
Sandra and her Newcastle team in the last 12
months is diverse.
As well as residential, commercial and
leisure schemes, the team has delivered a
pro bono project helping a charity set up by
Northumberland teenager Jessica Robson, who
died of cancer aged just 18, save thousands of
pounds in tax payable on respite holiday lodges.
Pegasus Group, on behalf of Jessica’s Sarcoma
Awareness charity, successfully applied to change
the planning permission wording on how the

three holiday homes are to be used, which is now
likely to save the charity up to £19,000 a year in
VAT payable on the lodges.
Other notable successes include securing
planning permission for a purpose-built
Centralised Sterilisation Services Department
(CSSD) for Dysart Developments Ltd., on behalf
of the Northumbria Healthcare NHS Foundation
Trust. The CSSD disinfects, inspects and sterilises
equipment used during surgical and medical
procedures, a process currently delivered from
two separate but jointly managed departments
at North Tyneside General and Wansbeck
hospitals. Pegasus Group provided planning and
landscape design support and project managed the
application.
Other highlights include securing
planning permission on appeal on behalf of
Northumberland Estates for residential units
on part of the Scaffold Hill Farm site in North
Tyneside, a 205 family-home scheme on behalf
of Gleeson Homes in Chopwell, on a challenging
site with a range of issues to be managed. The
Chopwell site is one of Gateshead Council’s Green
Belt release sites. A further appeal success was at
Longframlington on behalf of Tantallon Homes.
This appeal has successfully secured permission
for 58 homes.
In addition, Pegasus Group is now supporting
Adderstone Group on a portfolio of sites to
deliver on a range of residential, commercial and
leisure schemes across the region, as well as other
commercial operators both North East-based but
also inward investment led.

i
PEGASUS GROUP
Photos: (opposite page):
Sandra Manson (centre) and the
Newcastle team
*Research by Knight Frank
reveals Newcastle is the only UK
regional city centre it operates in,
not to have suffered a quarteron-quarter drop in office take-up
through lockdown. Despite
the disruption the coronavirus
pandemic has caused across
the UK office markets, overall
take-up across the North East
in April, May and June held up
fairly well, according to the latest
figures. In Newcastle city centre,
there was 35,272 sq ft of office
space take-up across four deals
in Q2, which is marginally above
the Q1 total. Total office take-up
(city centre and out of town)
for Q2 across the region was
226,327 sq ft. This is compared to
201,956 sq ft in Q1 2020, which is
a 12 per cent increase. However,
when compared to the quarterly
average across 2019 (234,578 sq
ft) this is marginally down -3.5
per cent
www.pegasusgroup.co.uk
@pegasusgroup
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INTERVIEW
Mark Siddall

THE LONG GAME

Mark Siddall is principal of Low Energy
Architectural Practice (LEAP). His practice and
consultancy has been operating for nine years
and helps people create buildings that support
their forever home lifestyle

30

PAST
My interest in sustainable architecture began
in 1991 when I first visited the Centre for
Alternative Technology (CAT) in Wales. Two
houses impressed me – the Wates House and the
Segal House.
Some 25 years later, while researching passive
solar architecture, I discovered the Passivhaus
Standard. Back then there were no Passivhaus
buildings in the UK and most of the information
about Passivhaus was in German, so I began the
process of translating documents and learning
physics to evaluate whether it was suitable for the
British climate.
What struck me at the time about the
Passivhaus Standard was its simplicity. At its core,
there is a deep, genuine concern for the health,
wellbeing and comfort of the people living in and
using buildings. This was then overlaid with a
nuanced appreciate of the climate emergency and
how it could be tackled.
These criteria, harnessed with a nuanced
appreciation of building physics and robust
levels of quality assurance, meant the Passivhaus
Standard was an obvious choice for creating
sustainable low energy buildings in the UK.

PRESENT
Since there is so much greenwash out there in the
construction industry, creating truly sustainable
buildings can still be a challenge. To be honest, it
must be difficult for honest people to know who

they can trust. All too aware of these problems
by 2011 I faced a major dilemma – leave the
construction industry or do something different.
I decided to establish LEAP.
Today, LEAP helps people create sustainable
low energy homes. To do this, the practice
provides architectural services, Passivhaus
consultancy and, as a part of the CarbonLite
programme, training for architects, engineers and
trades.
Documentaries about some of the projects
the practice has worked on can be found at
PassivhausSecrets.co.uk

FUTURE
Faced with the climate emergency and the
ensuing breakdown in biodiversity, sustainable
buildings are an essential part of our future.
If we are to tackle these problems we must do so
together.
We must ask profound questions about our
i
way of life. We cannot shirk responsibility. We
must act together, and we must act now. If we act LEAP
quickly, we will be able leave a legacy our children www.leap4.it
and grandchildren can be proud of.
We must refurbish the homes where we live,
and we must demand better standards of design
and construction for every new building that is
to be built.
My plan, and the plan for LEAP, is to keep on
supporting change and to help those that want to
make a difference.
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COVER STORY
Tanja Smith

A NEW POINT

OF DIRECTION
32

As a youngster growing up in South Africa, Tanja Smith’s adventurous childhood was set
against the backdrop of the country’s racial struggles. Years later, as a graduate architectural
technologist, she was meeting Nelson Mandela and helping put in place the building blocks for
a new Rainbow Nation. But with her desire to climb the career ladder burning brightly, Tanja
sought a new challenge. Moving to North East England – her father’s homeland – she worked at a
number of practices before helping co-found Ryton’s Gradon Architecture. As the figurehead of
the company’s expansion into Mongolia, she is now supporting the business’ future international
growth. Here, Tanja speaks to Steven Hugill about life in apartheid South Africa, taking her career
on a new point of direction and finding emotional connections thousands of miles from home

I

f mad dogs and Englishmen go out in the
midday sun, then new arrivals to the UK’s
shores seek adventure in the chill of a
winter’s afternoon.
Or at least one of them used to – just ask
Tanja Smith.
Accustomed to a life of beaches, bodysurfing
and barbequing in the broiling heat of Cape Town,
her first taste of the North East’s capricious climate
was an eye-opening experience.
Tanja had imagined brilliant white snowcapped vistas and log cabin holidays complete
with roaring fires.
What she got, however, was a meteorological
initiation.
“I remember getting in the car trying to find
snow,” says Tanja.
“If I knew it was snowing in Cumbria, I’d go to
see it.
“But that sharp wore off because the reality is
brown, slushy snow on the roads, and something
you’ve got to walk through without falling on your
backside to get to work.”
For all her initial fascination with the weather,
Tanja was here to start a new life, the North East
a new point of direction. The cold and wet was a
mere accompanying footnote.
However, the region wasn’t always flagged on
Tanja’s career map.
A free-spirited youngster who dug dens and
played cops and robbers with friends from dawn
until dusk, Tanja enjoyed beach volleyball and
riding river rapids in Cape Town’s mountains as
she grew older.
School was firm but fair and her teachers’
backing galvanised Tanja to pursue a degree – and
ultimately a career – in architecture.

Though she emerged into the world of
employment in the midst of a recession, Tanja
– whose father originally hails from Newcastle –
remained unfazed.
Cutting her professional teeth as the apartheid
regime gave way to the new-found vibrancy of
a Rainbow Nation, Tanja began in an electrical
engineers’ design office before moving to an urban
design development unit contracted into the local
council.
Here, Tanja was involved in the ongoing design
development of the grand Victoria & Alfred
Waterfront – a cultural and economic honeypot in
the shadows of Table Mountain.
Furthermore, she supported projects that
altered the city’s social landscape, which included
the revitalisation of the Wetton-LansdownePhilippi Corridor and squatter camps.
With the development’s intrinsic links to the
country’s re-birth, president Nelson Mandela
visited the site to witness first-hand the
foundations of his new South Africa.
It was an encounter, says Tanja, that truly
crystallised the impact of her work.
“There was a lot being done on housing and in
particular the shanty towns,” she says.
“They were built right on top of each other; if
someone dropped a kerosene lamp, it would go up
and affect thousands, so there was an urgency to
get these people into safer housing.
“The Wetton-Lansdowne-Philippi Corridor was
one area of focus and meeting Nelson Mandela
– albeit briefly – provided a realisation of the
importance of our work. “I’ll always remember
the happiness of the people moving in; they were
finally getting something solid and secure that had
running water and sanitation.”
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What makes Tanja’s memories so lucid is the
backdrop within which they were created.
From a young age, she was aware of the political
and racial tension that engulfed South Africa.
“There would be marches on the schools,” she
recalls, “and we would do drills where we put
tables up against the windows in-case they were
petrol bombed.”
Just a few years later, Tanja found herself too
close for comfort.
“There was in-fighting, taxi warfares and
rubber bullets flying through the city; it was a very
tumultuous time,” she recalls.
“You would hear groups shouting, ‘one settler,
one bullet’, and African National Congress
marches were rife too – there was a lot of toytoying.
“I remember one time I had an exam at
university, but to get there I had to pass through a
march. You were automatically failed if you were
late for an exam, so I had to chance it – I went
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through and the Army or the riot squad fished me
out.
“They gave me a right telling off, but they took
me to university and waited for me to see how I
got on in my test,” says Tanja with a smile.
“That period in general was quite a scary time
in the country.
“When people voted for equality in March 1992,
it started the journey towards Nelson Mandela and
the fall of apartheid.
“But we thought it was going to be civil war.
“People had stockpiled food, and some had
bought guns; we held our breath.
“But nothing happened – Mandela took the
reins and averted a disaster.”
However, as the country’s new president and his
government began to take steps to heal the deep
scars of historical racial segregation, Tanja saw her
opportunities diminish.
“I wasn’t – and I’m not – against the balancing
of the scales, but I just felt at the time they were
doing it too quickly,” she says.
“The government was under enormous pressure
to show change was happening, but they were
putting people into high power positions that had
no qualifications.
“Corruption then started to corrode the
country, crime went through the roof and the
writing was on the wall,” continues Tanja.
“The country is now at junk status economically
and boasts the highest crime and violence in the
world, with farm murders happening frequently
with no consequence.”
With her mind made up to leave South Africa,
Tanja looked at Canada before some family advice
replotted her course.
She initially travelled light, arriving with just a
rucksack and sleeping bag.
With enough money in her pocket to last three
months, she began the groundwork for her future
in the UK, all while holding on to a property in
South Africa as a contingency measure.
That the house was sold a year later tells its own
story.
Having rented a Gateshead flat from her uncle,
Tanja soon moved to North Shields.
All the while, she was finding her feet in
the region’s employment environment and
strengthening bonds with family she’d not seen
since the late 1970s.

COVER STORY
Tanja Smith

“My dad met my mum in South Africa, got
married and had kids there,” says Tanja, “but his
side of the family had never met us.
“We came over here briefly, between 1977 and
1979, when my father got the chance to work here,
but then his work changed again, and we went
back to South Africa.
“When I was looking to come to the UK, I
visited my brother, who’d just started working in
Gateshead, and saw my father’s side of the family
– people I’d not seen since I was six or seven years
old.
“They convinced me to come to the North East
because I’d have a support base if I needed one,”
says Tanja.
With a job at a door company providing a
settled wage, Tanja searched for roles in her
preferred sphere.
It was the beginning of a journey that would
see her become a cornerstone in the foundation of
Ryton’s Gradon Architecture.
Spending six years with David Ash Partnership
– which became Purves Ash and latterly Tench
Maddison Ash – Tanja then had stints at Home
Group and Ryder Architecture prior to the
economic downturn of the late 2000s.
Adapting to the changing climate, she
complemented freelance work with part-time roles
at Newcastle’s Mosedale Gillatt Architects and
Xsite Architecture.
“That was when (Gradon managing director)
Graham McDarby stepped into the picture and
we began talking about this business,” says Tanja,
picking up the story.
“It started off as meetings over kitchen tables
and doing a bit of work, but then it went to
needing premises and it grew from there.”
A decade later, Tanja – who previously helped
set up the National Association of Women
in Construction’s North East Chapter and sat
on its national committee – is now technical
director and responsible for overseeing Gradon’s
burgeoning international links.
Alongside the addresses of its Ryton
headquarters and Middlesbrough satellite office
sits a studio in Mongolia’s capital Ulaanbaatar.
The hub is a central cog in the turning wheels of
Gradon’s growth strategy.
Initially drawn by the eastern Asian
nation’s desire to roll out a wave of sustainable

regeneration projects, the company has
subsequently expanded its reach to support more
traditional property developments.
For Tanja, who lived in Ulaanbaatar for two
years to handle the studio’s foundation, the
enterprise was – and remains – a life-affirming
venture.
“We initially scoped out Mongolia alongside an
old client; Graham did the original work, came
back and said to me, ‘Tanja, I think you’d like it
there’.
“Ulaanbaatar has a very Soviet feel, but it is
growing at a rate of knots with new buildings,
designed by international architects, popping up
like little mushrooms.
“The people are extremely knowledgeable
and highly motivated with a real ingenious and
entrepreneurial spirit,” continues Tanja, whose
affection for the country is emphasised by a
necklace carrying her name in ancient Mongolian
script.
“People in higher positions are also much
younger and there are a lot of women on
construction sites and at boardroom level too,
which is absolutely fantastic.”
If the country’s employment landscape was
refreshing, one thing Tanja took a little while
longer to warm to was Mongolia’s weather.
Adjusting to the UK was one thing, but
temperatures as low as -30C were another
experience altogether.
“The cold, oh dear,” laughs Tanja. “The first time
I experienced Mongolia was in January and the
vapour from my breath froze on my hair.
“The bits of hair that stuck out from
underneath my hat went white – I looked like
Cruella de Vil!”
Another facet to conquer was finding food and
essentials.
With the language barrier presenting an
immediate challenge, Tanja summoned the spirit
of the Afrikaans saying ‘n boer maak ‘n plan’,
which is essentially translated into English as
‘make a plan’.
“You had to be so resourceful – I even learned
how to make my own cough lozenges,” she says.
“There wasn’t anything like Strepsils that I
could identify in the shops, so I melted sugar and
butter in a pan, added cloves, ginger and lemon or
honey and mixed it together.
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“You had to be practical on a different level.”
If it took Tanja a while to adjust to her new
surroundings, her architectural role brought
greater comfort.
One of the key areas she supported – and
remains involved in – centres upon authorities’
ambitions to turn patches of land that mainly
comprise gers (small round tents or yurts)
into new urban zones that will feature flats,
infrastructure, parks and shops on the outskirts of
Ulaanbaatar.
Spanning a number of years, the complex
project remains at the development stage, with a
workable plan still in creation.
However, although that work continues at
blueprint level, Tanja was able to support the
redevelopment of other areas.
“You can imagine how cold people get in
the gers,” says Tanja, who chairs the Institute
for Apprenticeship and Technical Education’s
construction route panel, which forms part of the
approvals process for future apprenticeship and T
Level programmes.
“So they burn what they can to stay warm – it
can be tyres or dirty coal – and all that sinks into
the city basin and creates pollution.
“While a workable plan is developed for that
scheme, we worked on – and continue to play a
key role in – other projects.
“These included the Tugulduur shopping
mall and we helped refurbish a dilapidated
printing gallery,” continues Tanja, whose work in
Mongolia saw her receive the outstanding woman
in construction accolade at the 2017 Women in
Construction Awards.
“We’ve also created a masterplan for the Four
Seasons development, which includes a landmark
tower, apartments, a cinema, underground water
park, hospital, bowling alley and school.”
Gradon’s Mongolian influence, however, goes
beyond bricks and mortar.
A supporter of the Christina Noble Children’s
Foundation and Lotus Children’s Centre, the
company has contributed to providing orphans

and abandoned youngsters with a second chance
at life.
“Christina Noble has created an environment in
the ger district where children live in a safe, high
walled area and have fixed ablution blocks and
medical and entertainment facilities,” says Tanja.
“However, what they didn’t have was a
communal eating area.
“We designed two semi-permanent gers with
an interlinking corridor, one to serve as a kitchen
and the other a dining area.
“We had a specialist ger maker come in and
create the gers to fit on bespoke concrete plinths,
which created a linking tunnel that was also fixed
on a concrete plinth.”
For Tanja – who adopted street dog Hachi
during her time in Mongolia – the experience was
made all the more emotive after meeting some of
the city’s street children.
“A group was trick or treating, but it was
nowhere near Halloween,” she says.
“They were saying they were hungry, so I
thought, ‘right, we’ll see how hungry you are,’ and
I took them to KFC.
“I asked them what they’d like, and they
pointed to the biggest bucket they could see!
“They were real characters, and when I saw
them later in the evening, I got fist bumps from
them all,” she laughs.
Mongolia has, undoubtedly, left an indelible
mark on Tanja, but its influence isn’t about to end.
The venture, she reveals, has provided Gradon
with significant momentum in the international
marketplace, which Tanja says will ensure its
long-term success.
“Mongolia has produced some surprising new
routes and avenues,” she adds.
“Genghis Khan used to give out a gerege, which
was like a gold bar and a passport for the holder to
trade along the Silk Road that connected Europe
with the Far East.
“In a way, Mongolia is like a gerege for us.
“We’ve opened doors into different countries –
that wouldn’t have happened without Mongolia.”

ADVERTISING FEATURE – DEVELOPMENT

Riverside Sunderland – Sunderland City Council

SEA-CHANGE IN SUNDERLAND
It’s hard to escape news coming out of one of the most exciting urban developments in the
region. Backed by a £100 million investment from Legal & General, North East Times discovers
more about Sunderland’s new city centre development, Riverside Sunderland, that is taking shape
at lightning pace

I

t all started with The Beam. The first building
to rise from the ground on the former Vaux
Brewery site, which stands on a cliff ’s edge
overlooking the Wear. And with a stunning
masterplan revealed, that sees both sides of
the river connected – springing back to life with
offices, public spaces, leisure spaces and homes –
Riverside Sunderland is building a head of steam.
According to Peter McIntyre, executive director
of city development at Sunderland City Council,
“Riverside Sunderland will be transformational.
“It’s a place where people will be able to live,
work and play. But importantly, right now, it’s a
place where businesses want to invest.”
‘Invest’ really is the watchword. Sunderland
City Council’s own confidence – building
The Beam speculatively; having the belief and
conviction to put a £20 million stake on its
success – has sparked a blazing trail. Buoyed by
the backing of Ocado, the council developed a
masterplan to reinvent the heart of Sunderland
and sold the vision to Legal & General, which
was so convinced by Sunderland’s mettle that it
put £100 million on the table – the single biggest
investment in the city in decades.
“The Legal & General deal was hugely
significant. When a city attracts the attention of
one of the world’s largest investment managers,
it creates a buzz of confidence that sends ripples
through the investment world.
“Having this backing is generating
unprecedented interest in Sunderland. And
it’s catapulted development projects that will
absolutely transform Riverside Sunderland from
baron land into a vibrant hotbed of business.”
Legal & General’s commitment will deliver
three buildings on the site. City Hall topped out
in August and more announcements are expected
soon about two further buildings that will stand to
the north of the new civic hub.
Peter continues: “Legal & General’s backing
not only delivers buildings that between them
provide 300,000 sq ft of Grade A office space, but
it supercharges plans to transform the city centre,

creating a magnet destination that will attract
more people to live, work and play here.”
Part of the vision for the area is more and better
city centre homes.
“The idea is to boost the number of people
living and working in the heart of the city,” the
executive director explains. “We want to double
the resident population of the city centre from
2500 to 5000 and increase employment by 50
per cent to 18,000. With that will come spending
power to bolster the city centre – strengthening
both the city’s daytime and nighttime economies.”
Ground investigation work started in July to
assess a plot of land that has been earmarked for
housing. Plans are yet to be revealed for the site,
but Peter insists it is a vital part of the vision.
“The investment we have attracted represents a
huge step forward, but there’s more to come. We
are determined to create the healthy, dynamic and
vibrant city our residents deserve and want to see,
and we will keep building on each success.
“There’s a sea-change in Sunderland, and
Riverside Sunderland is at the forefront of it.”
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – LAW
Sintons

BUILDING THE FUTURE OF SINTONS
Having become one of the most highly respected lawyers in the North of England during his
three-decade career, Christopher Welch has now become managing partner of Sintons. North
East Times speaks to him about his aspirations in his new role

K

nown as one of the leading corporate
lawyers in the North of England,
Christopher Welch routinely acts for
some of the most recognisable names
in business, regionally and nationally.
With a reputation as a skilled and meticulous
advisor who has worked on some of the region’s
biggest and most complex deals during his 30-year
career, Christopher is renowned as a formidable
opponent with an absolute commitment to
delivering excellence for his clients.
Now, having become so highly respected for
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his corporate work, Christopher is taking on his
latest challenge, having been appointed managing
partner of Sintons, the firm he has been with for
the past 17 years.
As a partner and member of the Sintons
management committee, Christopher has helped
to shape the future of the law firm – winner of a
record five awards at the Northern Law Awards
2019, including Law Firm of the Year - for some
time, including playing a central role in its recent
re-brand.
Now, he takes over at the helm – a role he will
combine with continuing his client work – and
will work alongside Sintons’ chairman, Alan
Dawson, and its management committee to map
out what lies ahead.
He takes over from Mark Quigley, who was
appointed the first-ever managing partner of
Sintons in 2017, and who steps down after his
fixed three-year term to return to his specialist
field of personal injury work, which is a key area
of growth for the firm.
Christopher says: “I am very pleased to be
appointed to the role of managing partner and
look forward to meeting the challenges ahead. We
broke new ground for Sintons three years ago with
the creation of the position of managing partner,
but it has been proven to be a highly effective
move for the business, Mark has worked tirelessly
during his time in the post, working closely with
our management team to help build the future of
Sintons, and my thanks go to him for the excellent
work he has done.
“During the past few years, we have made great
progress and successes in a number of key areas
for the business. The fact we won five awards in
the Northern Law Awards, as well as the overall
Law Firm of the Year, shows the regard in which
we are held in so many of our practice areas and
we continue to build on that.
“We have strong growth potential in so many
areas of our business, including neurotrauma,
corporate and commercial, wills, trusts and estates
and real estate, and we will continue to work to
build on our progress so far.
“Despite the ongoing economic uncertainty and

challenges presented by COVID-19, we remain
in a strong position and are very confident for the
future of Sintons.”
The Newcastle-based law firm has seen
significant gains across the business in the past
few years, with major new client wins combining
with the recruitment of outstanding legal talent,
some of whom have relocated from elsewhere in
the country, to make Sintons a stand-out name
in the North of England’s legal community. Its
commitment to clients and to setting the standard
for legal excellence – something that Christopher
has personally prided himself on for the past 30
years – is also central to the future of the firm.
“Since we were founded in 1896, Sintons has
built a deserved reputation as an outstanding
law firm you can return to time and again on the
strength of the legal excellence and exceptional
client service we deliver,” Christopher explains.
“We have many examples of families and
businesses who have been with us for several
generations, who trust us to look after their best
interests and help them achieve the best outcome
for them, whatever that may be.
“The people we have at Sintons are central to

us delivering that. We have a hugely capable team
with many talented, committed people, who share
our vision of excellence and want to deliver that
to each and every client we act for. As managing
partner, it gives me great confidence to know I
have a team around me that I can put my trust in.
We will work tougher to achieve our ambitions
as a firm, for the benefits of all our colleagues and
clients.”
Alongside his new role as managing partner,
Christopher will continue client work, having built
deep and trusting relationships with countless
clients, some of whom have been with him for
decades.
The new managing partner says: “Having built
longstanding relationships with my clients, many
of whom have been with me since the earliest
days of my career, I will continue in my role as a
corporate lawyer.
“Being the trusted advisor to clients whose
businesses and aspirations you come to
understand over the course of many years carries
great responsibility, and I will continue to act on
their behalf and support them as we emerge from
the pandemic and into the future.”
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – BUSINESS
North East England Chamber of Commerce

BUILDING THE FUTURE:
HOW TO TACKLE THE RECOVERY
The North East England Chamber of Commerce is working with its members, Government and
national colleagues to support and advocate for the region’s businesses

T
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here are very few organisations as
well placed to speak about ‘building
the future’, the theme of this issue,
than the North East England
Chamber of Commerce.
The Chamber is the largest independent
business organisation in the region with close links
to a wide range of companies and stakeholders,
from innovative entrepreneurs to influential
leaders at the heart of Westminster.
Led by chief executive James Ramsbotham,
the Chamber works hard to help businesses build
networks, exploit opportunities and expand their
markets.
During the coronavirus crisis, the organisation
worked even more closely with the North East
business community to ensure the region received
the support needed from Government. This
campaigning, together with the British Chambers
of Commerce, achieved notable successes such
as ensuring many self-employed people were
supported.
James explains: “For our region to recover
from this pandemic we needed to be particularly
proactive: our customary attitude to whatever life
throws at us.
“As part of this work we have been in close
discussions with our members about how we tackle
our economic recovery effectively. These ideas
are now shaping the direction of our work going
forward.
“At the heart of our activities and services
will be fairness, community, opportunity and
sustainability.
“Government has to keep its promise to level up
the country, building on this principle of fairness
and recognising regional disparities, to increase
investment and deliver inclusive growth across our
region.
Levelling up has been a Government rally cry
but the Chamber has seen nothing concrete to
suggest it is a serious ambition.
“We, as a region, entered this pandemic with
the highest unemployment figures, lowest life
expectancy and highest number of children in

low-income households,” James continues. “Our
economy and health are closely entwined; we need
Government to give us the financial support to
enable us to exploit our potential."
The Chamber believes diversity is a crucial
driver for the North East, as James explains.
“In the Chamber, we have long-championed
women in business with our ‘Inspiring Females’
programme of events. This work around diversity
is now being broadened to ensure we are also
supportive of our BAME community.
“The consequences of this crisis and the
resulting severe recession will not be felt evenly
across the country. Experience teaches us that
downturns are more pronounced in regions such as
ours and fall disproportionately on those with the
least capacity to withstand them.
“We are determined to support those members
of our business world who need it, no matter their
gender or race.
“Any Government economic recovery plan
should also address longer term goals such as
increased sustainability."
Meanwhile, the green agenda is another
important issue that the Chamber is focused on.
“Lessons learned from this crisis can help us
adopt greener, more resilient ways of working
while still achieving economic growth,” the
chief executive says. “The North East has many
competitive advantages in this space. They range
from our expertise in renewable energy and
electric vehicles through to our abundant green
space and natural resources. Government must
think creatively and work with businesses to best
harness these assets for sustainable growth.
James adds: “A Government recovery plan
must ensure businesses can make the most of
every opportunity that is available to them. As we
have seen in previous downturns, no matter how
difficult the situation, businesses will adapt.”
In addition to these ambitions in its Stronger
North East campaign for the coming months, the
Chamber has identified a number of specific shortterm measures urgently needed for early recovery.
These include planning system improvements,

better connectivity, investment for education
and skills, particularly for young people, and
town centre regeneration. It will also campaign
to get local businesses easier access to the public
sector supply chain opportunities and support for
businesses to become coronavirus secure.
James adds: “We need Government to make
sure schools and nurseries are at the heart of its
economic strategy. People need to have certainty in
their childcare provision to be able to go to work.
“Uncertainty around Brexit and the risk of a
‘no-deal’ outcome is another massive threat to our
business community. Companies have prepared
twice for previous deadlines, at tremendous
expense. Many do not have the cashflow to do so
again. Leaving the EU will mean an increase in
red tape, which will be so challenging. We export
more than any other UK region and our exporters
must have a good deal if they are to flourish.
Government progress on this is now critical.
“As a Chamber, we have been here for more than

200 years, passionate about helping our members
through good times and bad. “We are a relentless,
and I hope, powerful advocate for our region
and hold politicians to account when they make
promises to the North East. We continue to work
every day to help businesses connect, trade, learn
and grow.”
During the current pandemic, the Chamber has
organised more than 131 events virtually, attended
by 4340 people. The content has varied from
webinars with business leaders all over the globe
on how their countries have tackled economic
recovery, to opportunities to build networks
with other companies and support to trade
internationally.
James concludes: “We pride ourselves on being
at the heart of the North East, independent and
driven by the needs and priorities of our members.
I believe our role in connecting and supporting
regional businesses has never been more
important.”
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THE NEW BUILT ENVIRONMENT
This year looks set to be transformational for all aspects of society and the economy. The
paradigm shift is particularly pronounced in the built environment sector, where changes to
working practices and the planning system are already beginning to reshape demand for office
space, the layout of city centres and the way homes are built. Richard Dawson speaks to Mark
Clasper of Ryder, Matt Verlander of Avison Young and Tolent's Paul Webster to find out more
about where change is going to come from

A

paradigm shift is said to occur
when something happens that
triggers a change in approach
and challenges our underlying
assumptions about the world we

live and work in.
To be sure, the coronavirus pandemic has caused
a paradigm shift in more ways than one.
Of particular interest here is the extent to which
the virus has ushered in a fundamental change in
how and where we work, and what this means for
the built environment.
Flexible working has been around for much
of the 21st century, the hallmark of progressive
companies looking to attract and retain talent.
But it's taken a global public health emergency for
the pendulum to swing meaningfully in the agile
direction.
This shift in working practices raises numerous
questions for the built environment sector, not least
in terms of what demand for office space will be
like in the future, but also for how workspaces are
designed, where they are located and when people
visit them.
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There are also the implications of the
Government's 'build, build, build' agenda to think
about – a planning revolution aimed at streamlining
development and reducing barriers to new
construction projects and regeneration schemes.
With so much change in the offing, it could
well be that 2020 gives birth to a new kind of built
environment where our cities and the homes
and offices located in them are functionally and
structurally different to how they are now.
For this reason, I gauged the opinions of three
built environment professionals who are invested
in what these changes mean for them and the
companies they work for.
Mark Clasper is an architect and partner at
Ryder, responsible for a client portfolio across a
wide range of sectors, while Matt Verlander is a
director at commercial real estate firm, Avison
Young, responsible for leading the planning and
regeneration team.
Paul Webster is the chief operating officer at the
construction company and housebuilder, Tolent.
One of the biggest changes we've seen since
COVID-19 started spreading back in March is the
increase in home working.
Employers have trusted their staff to work
autonomously and unsupervised and have largely
been rewarded with productivity gains and a
degree of business continuity, which few could have
envisaged at the beginning of lockdown.
Employees have set up makeshift offices in their
homes and rushed to get up to speed with the
latest communications technology and have been
rewarded with a better work/life balance, the ability
to choose their own hours and more control over
their lives and well-being.
These positive outcomes point towards a future
where working is more flexible.
"People will be looking for more flexibility in the
future because they've realised the benefits for what
they can get done during the working day," says
Matt.

The 'working-from-home' experiment has also
changed the function and purpose of the office
itself. It is no longer just a place of work; it's also a
meeting place, a social place and these functions
will perhaps be more important than the former in
the future.
The traditional relationship where the home
is viewed as being the escape from the office has
been inverted.
Mark explains: "In this modern world where all
sorts of things invade your home now including
your work life, it might be the case that the office
is now the sanctuary – somewhere to collaborate,
socialise and engage with other people."
If Mark is right, this has big implications for
how workplaces are designed as well.
If the office becomes more of a "touchdown hub"
in Mark's words, rather than somewhere you go
every day and sit in the same place for a statutory
length of time, then offices of the future may bear
a closer resemblance to something like an airport
business lounge.
"People's perception of the office will be less
about physical workstations or individual desks
and more about spacious collaboration areas
with new furniture to suit a variety of needs and
functions," Mark posits.
Gone are the days of the standard office set up
where you have x number of desks for x number of
employees.
"We all expect things to be a little bit different to
the traditional office," adds Matt.
Some of this is speculative and both Matt and
Mark are clear that homeworking not be viewed as
a panacea.
Mark explains: "The problem with homeworking
is always going to be how you maintain the DNA
of the business.
"Social interaction, passing comments,
camaraderie – these are things that result in
positive change and collaboration on lots of
different levels."

"If the office becomes more of a
"touchdown hub" in Mark's words, rather
than somewhere you go every day and sit
in the same place for a statutory length of
time, then offices of the future may bear
a closer resemblance to something like an
airport business lounge"
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Remote working also makes it more difficult
to integrate and develop new members of the
team and younger professionals who benefit from
peer-to-peer learning where they can easily ask
questions, look over each other's work and discuss
common problems.
Despite these shortfalls, it seems almost
inevitable that the demand for office space is not
going to be as high as it was prior to the pandemic.
What does this mean for the commercial real
estate market and for our city centres, which are
packed full of office space that is being extended
and supplemented all the time?
In the North East, we have invested heavily in
Grade A office developments such as Milburngate
in Durham, Tyne Bridge House in Gateshead and
Newcastle Helix.
Are these kinds of schemes going to be
successful in a context where most office workers
spend at least part of their week at home? Or do
we now have an oversupply of office space that
businesses aren't going to be able to fill?
It's too early to say is the answer given by the
experts, who recognise that working from home
will become more commonplace but that most
businesses will continue to need premises to
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operate from.
Mark believes that office demand will continue
to be strong for high-quality spaces.
He says: "There's been a lot in the press about
this being the nail in the coffin for the commercial
office market and that everyone's going to be
working from home.
"I personally don't share that view. We're
seeing a number of clients moving forward
with speculative office builds because there's an
expectation that demand will still be there.
"However, there are clients out there who are
actively downsizing."
What is more likely is that businesses, which
don't have a requirement for their staff to be office
based, will be looking at their square footage and
re-evaluating both how they're using the space and
how much they need.
Matt says: "Businesses will probably accept that
they don't need as much office space, but I think
the main change is that employers will be a little
bit more flexible about where you do your work."
As our offices change to accommodate new
ways of working, so too will our city centres to
accommodate new ways of living.
Mark thinks this is where an emphasis on
placemaking will be key.
"This is about looking at how people use
outdoor space, how they engage with the public
realm and how they get from A to B," he explains.
Investing in green infrastructure and more
open spaces will help cities adapt to the changes
thrown up by the pandemic and the rise of mass
homeworking.
And if there is one thing cities are good at; it's
adapting to change.
Mark says: "Cities adapt to terrorist attacks and
floods, huge fires and plagues. One thing that's
certain is that the city will adapt, and it will always
have people at the heart of it."
The Government's 'build, build, build' agenda
is another big change that will have serious
implications for the built environment.
Its goal is to speed up and modernise the
planning system to deliver construction projects
faster, with a particular focus on housebuilding.
Matt, who has been working within the UK
planning system for more than 20 years, shares

the frustrations held by landowners, developers
and now Government ministers, that planning
applications take too long to reach approval.
The Government estimates that delays in the
planning system have reduced the number of
small businesses involved in homebuilding from
40 per cent 30 years ago to just 12 per cent today.
However, Matt is not convinced it will be easy to
speed up the process.
"We have a planning system for a reason and
that's to protect everybody's interests," he says.
"I think there are ways that you could improve
it, but I think that varies from site-to-site and
place-to-place.
"The headline timescales might be improved
upon in terms of how long it takes for a plan to
be adopted but you're still required to provide the
detail on things like contamination of the ground,
flood risk and environmental protection at some
point.
"You might be quicker at the beginning and give
developers confidence that a site can progress in
principle, but that information will still need to be
provided."
For Matt, the key to speeding up the planning
process lies in better resourcing planning
departments at local authorities.
"If local authorities were better funded, whether
that's on the planning policy side or planning
application side, then I'm sure things could move
quicker.
"Fundamentally, planning departments are
much less well-resourced than they were ten or
15 years ago. It's only too apparent on the projects
we're working on."
While not without its problems, the emphasis
on streamlining development and getting more
applications approved faster is one that is being
welcomed by Paul at housebuilder, Tolent.
He says: "The focus to speed up development
for private and social housing on brownfield sites
is a good idea and will kickstart other areas of
development."
Tolent is currently building 1763 new
homes across 21 sites with a strong pipeline of
development projects going into 2021 and beyond.
"The residential market, in general, remains one
of our strongest sectors of work," Paul adds.

Mark hopes that the planning changes will also
encourage developers to take a more design-led
approach and build homes that are better suited to
homeworking.
"If developers feel like they can invest in what
matters rather than having to invest in fighting
something through the planning system, it might
encourage a more design-led approach," he says.
i
"Under the current system, the house itself can
often be secondary. It becomes about investing in RYDER
www.ryderarchitecture.com
the process rather than the product."
@Ryder1953
With major changes afoot in our working
practices, in the office market, in our city centres,
AVISON YOUNG
in our planning system and in the way homes
www.avisonyoung.co.uk
are built, 2020 is looking more and more like an
@AvisonYoungUK
inflexion point from which a new kind of built
environment will emerge.
TOLENT
www.tolent.co.uk
What's clear is that things are not going to go
@Tolentplc
back to the way they were.
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – LAW
Womble Bond Dickinson

EMBRACING INNOVATION
Womble Bond Dickinson (WBD) continues to embrace and invest in innovation in order to
support its clients’ needs, which continue to change, particularly during the ongoing COVID-19
pandemic. WBD’s head of Newcastle and partner Nigel Emmerson – who heads the firm’s
Innovation Group – explains more

A

t WBD, we’re focused on
identifying potential innovation
opportunities and coordinating
initiatives and projects across
the firm. In recent years, we have
launched a number of new services and invested
in technology that bring together innovative
technology and commercial services that
complement our existing legal advice.

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

E-signatures to keep transactions moving
When lockdown took effect, several challenges
arose in relation to the signature of legal
agreements and the management of transactions.
WBD had recognised the potential for e-signature
platforms to transform how legal documents can
be executed well before the pandemic, becoming
an early adopter in the legal sector. We were
therefore in a strong position when the use of this
technology became a necessity rather than an
innovative option.
As an early adopter of DocuSign, a prominent
platform in the legal sector, we were able to use the
technology with confidence and ensure business
could go on as usual whilst our lawyers continued
working from home.
Over the past few months, the firm has
increased the use of DocuSign with more than 600
registered users and thousands of legal documents
have already been created, circulated and signed
using this platform. This has been incredibly
important for many of our teams, particularly
those working on real estate and corporate
transactions. The expectation is the use of
e-signatures will continue and become the norm.
Our early adoption ensures we remain ahead of the
curve to best support our clients.
WBD Advance to apply innovative solutions from
a different perspective
WBD Advance is a service that pulls together all of
our key technology and business services, which
are becoming increasingly essential to clients
alongside traditional legal advice. These services
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include support for high volume projects.
WBD Advance delivers these services through
a multi-disciplinary team of more than 100 people
focused on developing new ways of working for
clients which include lawyers, project managers,
technologists, data analysts, knowledge managers
and operations professionals.

“Our early adoption [of
e-signatures] ensures we
remain ahead of the curve
supporting our clients”
WBD Accelerate to support fast-growing
businesses
WBD Accelerate is designed for fast-growing
SMEs and provides a package of streamlined
services, created to help and support the legal
foundations of the business in a user friendly
way. WBD Accelerate allows access to a number
of standard legal documents that SMEs are able
to access through an online portal, and also have
access to a range of legal experts experienced in
supporting businesses at a similar stage in their
life cycle.
In the North East, we’ve also invested in
supporting innovation through support of industry
bodies such as Dynamo and our involvement in
Northumbrian Water’s Innovation Festival.
Driven by our Transatlantic Lawyer Network, an
initiative to strengthen relationships between the
US and UK and promote collaboration at all levels
across the firm, the festival will see us hosting a
design sprint where we’ll explore how businesses
can ensure their staff are incentivised to embed
and embrace innovation in everything they do.
WBD is a transatlantic law firm operating in 27 key
locations across the UK and US, with the largest
office based in the North East. We have deep roots
in the region and are committed to using our local,
national and international reach and expertise to
benefit the local area.

ADVERTISING FEATURE – TECH
Sunderland Software City

NORTH EAST TECH COMPANIES:
BUILDING THE FUTURE
Technology is key to driving our economy forward as we look to recover from COVID-19.
Sunderland Software City proudly supports and champions technologists and innovators leading
the charge

I

n the North East, many tech companies are
disrupting markets and building futures in a
range of innovative ways. From construction
and manufacturing to education and
transport, here are three you should know
about...
SpecifiedBy
SpecifiedBy is digitising the construction product
research and specification process and now has the
largest registered network of architects, specifiers
and product manufacturers in the UK.
Founder Darren Lester explains: “The products
and materials which go into the buildings we
live, work, learn and socialise in every day have
a huge impact on our safety and our health, yet,
pre-SpecifiedBy, there were more digital tools to
help you find the perfect pair of shoes than there
were to help architects find which products and
materials are best suited for their project.
“SpecifiedBy provides architects and specifiers
with the simplest and most efficient way to find
and compare construction products.”
SpecifiedBy is currently looking at its
growth trajectory and how it can support
more stakeholders in the manufacturing and
construction industries. One area of exploration
is democratising access to technical information
about construction products, to help combat the
lack of transparency in pricing.
globalbridge
globalbridge is a pioneering EdTech platform
that connects young people and education with
employers, apprenticeships and universities.
The company provides young people with
a digital, multimedia profile to evidence their
skills, talents and qualifications, overcoming
the limitations of a traditional CV. In addition,

globalbridge is enabling universities and
employers to present their opportunities to young
people directly.
Founder Ben Mason says: “In light of the
current landscape, we know that employers and
universities have struggled to engage with young
people. globalbridge not only connects talent
to opportunity in a much-needed post-COVID
environment, it greatly reduces time on the road
for employers and universities.”
Since the beginning of lockdown, globalbridge
has added just short of 15,000 new students to its
platform. The startup continues to grow with the
launch of a new app, which contains features for
schools, colleges and students to be used at the
start of the new academic year.
Nomad Digital
Nomad Digital provides connectivity solutions in
rail through state-of-the-art products that improve
passenger experience and creates reliability to
operators. Nomad’s integrated solutions include
the multi-award-winning Passenger WiFi, which
enables seamless connectivity.
Global head of marketing Vicki Sloan says: “The
capabilities of onboard connectivity are endless,
and with the technology industry constantly
reminding us to push boundaries of what’s
i
possible, we’re excited to see what the future holds
SUNDERLAND SOFTWARE
for our everyday rail journeys.”
Nomad’s current growth focus is on pioneering CITY
Sunderland Software City helps
the concept of the Intelligent journey and the
drive the sustainable growth of the
‘Gigabit train’ by developing next-generation
tech sector. To learn more about
connectivity. Examples include its current
how SSC can help you, contact
Trackside Networks (TN) and Onboard Data
Lisa Van Heereveld (pictured) on:
Centre (ODC) services. TN provides high-speed, Lisa.vh@sunderlandsoftwarecity.
long-distance connectivity while the ODC helps
com
integrate different train systems through an
www.sunderlandsoftwarecity.com
onboard data centre that uses cloud computing.
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – SPORT
GiveToLocal

NEW PARTNERSHIP TAKES FLIGHT
Two of North East sport’s major players have entered into a partnership set to transform
community sport across the region. Simon Rushworth shines a light on one of this summer’s
regional success stories

S

ynergy: ‘the interaction or
cooperation of two or more
organisations to produce a combined
effect greater than the sum of their
separate parts.’
GiveToLocal’s innovative partnership with
Newcastle Eagles is the very definition of a noun
widely used but rarely more apt.
Little wonder, therefore, that ‘synergy’ was the
buzzword of choice at a busy yet socially distanced
media launch announcing a wide-ranging
partnership between two of the region’s community
sport champions.
An event attended by both the BBC and ITV
heard how North Tyneside-based grassroots sport
service GiveToLocal replaces Esh Group as the
Eagles’ main sponsors ahead of the 2020/21 British
Basketball League (BBL) season.
However, a timely agreement is about so much
more than branding.
For both partners the forward-thinking deal
represents a far-reaching approach to basketball
in the community that will impact on the sport at
every level.
Neil Gardiner, founder and CEO at GiveToLocal
explains: “Newcastle Eagles is a mainstay of the
North East’s sporting and business community and
has been for more than 20 years.
“It’s a privilege to be partnering with Paul Blake
and his team and there’s a shared sense of optimism
around this agreement.
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“The Eagles and their foundation have a track
record for enhancing communities and working
tirelessly to improve the mental and physical health
of thousands of people across the North East.
“This relationship has huge potential and fits the
bigger picture as far as GiveToLocal is concerned.
“We weren’t actively looking to enter into a
national partnership on this scale at this stage of our
development but opportunities like this don’t come
around too often.
“As soon as I spoke to Paul it was clear that there
was a real synergy between the two organisations.”
Neil continues: “Of course, it helps to build
our profile as the main sponsor of Britain’s most
successful basketball club. Our branding will
be visible in every BBL venue and the Eagles’
national reach allows us to connect with the wider
community of GiveToLocal clubs, teams and
volunteers across the UK.
“That, in itself, is of huge benefit to our rapidly
expanding partnerships team working under our
head of corporate relations, David Broom.
“We have also discussed ways in which we
can add to the experience around the Eagles
Community Arena and we want our name to
become synonymous with one of British sport’s
genuine success stories.
“However, we will also be playing an active role
in the Eagles’ community work across the North
East and that’s the game-changer as far as I’m
concerned.
“I feel there’s so much we can learn from an
organisation that has never lost sight of the value of
community sport.”
For a decade Esh Group adorned Newcastle’s
vests and the construction firm shared in many of
the Eagles’ greatest successes. However, that fruitful
partnership came to an end earlier this year and the
club’s owner and CEO Paul Blake set about sourcing
a new main sponsor.
“We enjoy a fantastic relationship with ESH
Group and they will always be a key part of
Newcastle Eagles,” Paul says. “It’s impossible to
underestimate the contribution they’ve made to the
club and the foundation over the years.

“However, times change and the challenge was
to find an equally supportive main sponsor during
what is a very difficult period for organisations
everywhere.
“A mutual friend suggested I spoke to Neil. I was
well aware of the work GiveToLocal is doing at a
national and regional level but I didn’t realise just
how much we had in common.
“This is the ideal fit for Newcastle Eagles and
everyone at the club is excited to be working with
GiveToLocal.
“When it comes to community sport, our aims
and ambitions align perfectly and I’m convinced we
can do a lot of good work together.”
Central to the new partnership is the support of
women’s basketball in the North East. Newcastle
Eagles WBBL has never had a main shirt sponsor…
until now.
“It’s another positive step forward for women’s
hoops in the North East,” adds Rachael Bland, one
of the Eagles’ homegrown stars and a familiar face
on the region’s basketball scene.
“We share a venue and a court with the BBL
team and now we share a main sponsor. Everyone
is buzzing.”
Supporting the women’s game was uppermost in
Neil’s mind when he was considering GiveToLocal’s
offer. He adds: “That was one of the things which
stood out for me when I first looked at how we
could work with the Eagles.
“Grassroots sport is about boys and girls, men
and women and it made sense that we supported
Chris Bunten and the WBBL team as well as Ian
MacLeod and the BBL squad.
“The two teams are closer than they’ve ever been.
Our full support is something else they have in
common.”
GiveToLocal’s ability to pivot in the face of the
coronavirus pandemic has been well documented
and partnering with the Eagles represents another
significant step forward for Neil and his team.
The move follows hot on the heels of partnership
agreements with North East Times and the British
American Football Association and acceptance into
the North East England Chamber of Commerce.

“These targeted moves add value to our
corporate offer and increase our visibility at a time
when more than 50,000 teams nationwide, across
15 sports, have registered to use our service,” adds
Neil.
“From day one our mission has been to back
sport, boost business and build networks.
“We are here to challenge the perception that
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) spend and
marketing spend need to be two separate things.
“From the outset we have designed a solution
that adds value to the businesses that choose to
support their local community by partnering with
i
GiveToLocal.
“Through our reach, our sporting partnerships, GIVETOLOCAL
To discuss partnership
our media and press relations and our proactive
opportunities, contact head of
corporate partnership team, we are perfectly
corporate relations, David Broom,
positioned to create a community of like-minded
via david@givetolocal.com
businesses.
www.givetolocal.com
“We seek to identify the very best communityfocused businesses and encourage them to support
their local clubs through GiveToLocal. Then we
aim to introduce those businesses to each other and
grow an increasingly influential corporate network.”
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – ENERGY
Siemens Energy

ENERGISING SOCIETY
Steve Scrimshaw, vice-president of Siemens Energy, began his career as an apprentice in the
energy sector at the former CA Parsons site in Heaton, Newcastle, and has more than 40 years
industry experience. Today, he leads the newly formed, independent Siemens Energy for the UK
and Ireland following a spin-out from Siemens Group in April 2020. Here, Steve reflects on the role
of hydrogen power in the UK

A

t Siemens, we’ve been working
with customers on solutions for
the evolving demands of industry
and society for more than 170
years and I’m very proud to work
with such a talented team with a strong sense of
purpose and who remain committed to Siemens
Energy’s goal of energising society.

In the UK, we have a broad range of expertise
across the entire energy value chain, with a
comprehensive portfolio for utilities, independent
power producers, transmission system operators,
the oil and gas industry and other energyintensive industries. But as energy demand
increases and the world continues to evolve, we
face a key question. How can we meet the growing
demand for electricity while protecting our
climate at the same time? It is a question Siemens
Energy remains committed to finding the answer
to.
Globally, we’re building new systems and are
fighting climate change by making sustainable,
reliable and affordable energy possible. Taking
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a proactive lead in the energy transition, our
focus is on becoming carbon neutral by 2030
and supporting the UK Government and our
customers in achieving net zero by 2050. The
future for our industry is all about greener energy
and we need to make sure we bring existing
employees along on that journey. It’s a complete
learning process for us all to ensure everyone
from apprentices to leading industry experts are
equipped with the skills to understand how we can
make a difference and play our part in creating a
better environment.
At the same time, we’re looking at the
innovation needed to apply more sustainable
technology. While our Newcastle site provides
a comprehensive service facility for power
generating equipment, it’s well suited to play
a role in new business fields such as hydrogen
electrolysis. It’s this fuel source that will help us
on the journey to achieving the net zero ambition,
while providing a huge global opportunity for the
industry.
The role of hydrogen power in achieving net zero
Hydrogen has a critical role to play in
decarbonising heat, power and transport as well
as some industrial processes, which are difficult
to electrify. Crucially, hydrogen offers a versatile,
clean and flexible energy vector suitable for the
energy transition. However, it’s not something
that can happen overnight and we need to see a
new industry develop over the next 30 years, from
scratch. An industry that is as comparable in size
to the entire electricity industry today!
Ambition remains a vital component in this
journey and it’s important the UK shows the
same spirit for hydrogen as that which created
the successful offshore wind industry. It’s the
UK’s unique offshore wind resource, after all, that
provides the opportunity to make large quantities
of low carbon hydrogen via electrolysis, thus
unlocking the UK’s ability to store renewable
electricity as hydrogen.
As Siemens Energy in the UK, we are pleased

to be working with many industry stakeholders
and Government departments, including the
Department for Business, Energy and Industrial
Strategy, in helping to define what the UK’s
approach to the fledgeling hydrogen sector could
look like.
Moving forward, it’s important that Government
policy sets its sights on building the industry in a
way that maximises local content and brings down
the cost for customers, as well as providing some
early projects, so that supply chain companies can
invest in the technology and skills needed to grow
the industry.
Siemens Energy’s recent Pace of Change research
found that the public want to see even bolder steps
taken to move the UK towards clean energy sources
and net zero carbon, with a third of UK adults (32
per cent) believing the Government should be most
responsible for supporting renewable energy usage
in the UK.
Hydrogen will also play a vital role in
decarbonising transport. As a fuel, it’s the most
promising sustainable option for long-distance
transportation for trucks, buses, ships, trains,
large cars, and commercial vehicles compared to
alternative options such as batteries.
In industry, hydrogen can also be burned to
produce high-grade heat and used as feedstock in
several processes such as ammonia production.
In the power sector alone, it can be blended with
natural gas and used as fuel in gas turbines to
produce electricity with lower CO2 emissions. And
it’s because of this we have a plan to ensure our gas
turbines are capable of operating with hydrogen by
2030.
Economies of scale will play a key role in
reducing the price of alternative energy sources
but as we know from the development of other
technologies, such as offshore wind, the more
hydrogen is deployed, the further the cost will come
down in using it.
Demand should remain high given the versatility
of hydrogen and the fact it can be used in so many
different applications and across various sectors.

The future
We believe the UK will only fully maximise the
industrial benefit through a clear and visible
pipeline of work. This will allow investment and
R&D throughout supply chain companies to
develop products locally. Internally for Siemens
Energy, our future, alongside the green agenda,
is looking more at the skills diversification new
technologies and policies bring. We believe
there is a bright future and a renaissance in
energy is within reach, which will create exciting
opportunities as we embrace the innovation these
new technologies bring in powering our planet.

i
SIEMENS ENERGY
Siemens Energy operates across
the full spectrum of the energy
supply and distribution chain and
has more than 3500 employees
distributed across 13 service,
project and manufacturing sites in
the UK and Ireland. Connect with
Steve at @stevescrimshaw
www.siemens-energy.com
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Professor John Tomaney

DEVELOPING PEOPLE RATHER
THAN BUILDINGS
There’s a lot of development going on in the North East at the moment, but is it the right kind
or should we be looking at new ways to rejuvenate and revitalise our cities, towns and villages?
Richard Dawson hears from County Durham-born Professor John Tomaney about the need for
new thinking in conversations about urban development and why cities of the future should be
built around the movement of people, not cars

“H

ow do we make cities that
are focussed on quality of
life, tackling inequalities
and promoting health
and wellbeing?”
It is this question that occupies the mind
of University College London Professor John
Tomaney and that makes him critical of the model
of urban development currently being pursued
across the North East.
An expert in urban and regional planning, who
has taught at some of the world’s most prestigious
academic institutions, John speaks with authority
about the need for new thinking where the
regeneration of the North East’s economy is
concerned.
John was born in County Durham at a time
when the coal industry, which had dominated the
area since the mid-19th century, was beginning to
decline.
By the time the 1980s rolled around, he was in a
position to go to the London School of Economics
and Political Science and start an academic career
that is now almost four decades in the making.
After a brief spell working for what was then
Ken Livingstone’s Greater London Council, while
studying part-time for a master’s degree at Sussex
University, John came back to the North East in
1987 to pursue a PhD at Newcastle University.
In the years since completing his doctorate in
1991, the goal of John’s academic research has
been to think about how we can improve the way
we live in cities, towns and villages, particularly in
former industrial regions such as the North East.
Now based in Gateshead, John believes the
need for new thinking about urban and regional
development is greater than ever.
“As far as this region is concerned, there is a
massive planning challenge to think about what
we can do to make our towns and villages places
where people can have opportunities and a good
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standard of living,” he says.
“Our solution generally has been to build sheds
and hope that some economic activity is attracted
from the outside to occupy them, but I think
that era is over, and we need some radical new
thinking.”
The North East’s flirtations with radical ideas
have had mixed success over the years, the most
profound example being the period in the 1960s
when T. Dan Smith was leader of Newcastle City
Council.
“The era in which Dan Smith operated wrought
huge changes in our cities, some for the better,
some for the worse,” John explains.
“He was part of a much larger wave of
modernist change in planning and architecture.
He personified this notion that the past needed
to be swept away, that the modernisation of the
region’s economy, society and built environment
needed to be unleashed.”
Local government played a central role in
urban planning during the Smith era, allowing
many large-scale infrastructure projects, such as
Newcastle’s central motorway, to be constructed
relatively quickly.
There was a strong reaction to that in the 1980s
when the emphasis shifted away from centralised
decision making and towards market forces and
more private sector involvement.
This inflexion point accelerated changes
that were already underway as a result of deindustrialisation and, according to John, “fuelled
the growing gap between this region and the
prosperous South.”
Today, the so-called North/South divide is
wider than it’s ever been, substantiating John’s
view that, in the UK, we are still pursuing a model
of economic development that is fuelling regional
inequalities.
Newcastle University professor, Andy Pike, calls
this model ‘city centrism’.

“The future is about
promoting sustainable
development, quality of
life and the health and
wellbeing of people”
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“This is the idea that the key to economic
development is to build up and densify city centres
to get more and more people to live there and
spend money there,” John explains.
“Underpinning it are powerful ideas from urban
economics about how productivity is generated
and about how concentrating economic activity in
cities will lead to enterprise, growth and so on.
“What this amounts to is a property-led
development approach where cranes in the skyline
are the measure of development.”
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John is sceptical about whether this measure is
still the right one in 2020.
“It’s measuring growth in terms of the output
of the construction sector, not in terms of the
wellbeing of the population,” he says.
I ask John about the success of Greater
Manchester, which is a prime example of so-called
city centrism, perceived by many to be a booming
city with a £62.8 billion economy.
“There’s been lots of development in
Manchester but it’s also the most unequal city in
the country outside of London,” he answers.
John wants to see the North East embrace a
new model of development that is focussed on
developing people rather than buildings.
More emphasis on making the region a better
place to live, a place which tackles inequalities,
and which invests in health and wellbeing,
education, skills and training.
More resources dedicated to addressing
longstanding problems such as demographic
ageing, social deprivation, loneliness and climate
change.
“None of these issues is particularly new, but
they need our attention,” the academic says.
“We need to think more about how we develop
our own population because the old ways of doing
things are no longer going to work.”
The new model of urban development, which
John describes, is still very much a work in
progress, and while there are general trends we
can identify, it is not exactly clear how we move
forward from where we are today.
The fabled adage ‘the old is dying and the new
cannot be born’ seems particularly apt, especially
when we throw the world-historic crisis that is the
coronavirus pandemic into the mix.
COVID-19 could be another historical turning
point for the North East and its built environment,
much in the same way that modernist planning
ideas transformed our cityscapes in the 1960s.
“The places which can reinvent themselves are
the ones that will prosper in the future,” John adds.
In Newcastle, this process already looks to
be underway. The city council has introduced a
number of changes across the city centre, most
notably on Grey Street where more space is
being created for pedestrians, cyclists and the
introduction of pavement cafes.
Under the new measures, the vast majority

of on-street parking on Grey Street will be
removed, with traffic restricted to one way going
southbound and a cycle lane going northbound.
John believes the transformation of Grey Street
is symbolic of the new direction we need to go in
and supports it wholeheartedly.
He says: “The evidence is overwhelming on
pedestrianisation and I think the council has been
courageous in taking this on.
“We could be one of these examples people turn
to of a city which is showing the way forward,
rather than one that’s arguing about whether its
prized architectural asset should be used for the
parking of cars.
“There’s an important debate to be had about
how we make the best of Grey Street, but I think
we can all agree that parking cars all over it
probably isn’t.”
When you consider that the A1 used to run up
Northumberland Street, it’s difficult to overstate
just how transformational pedestrianisation can
be for the look and feel of a city.
Here, Newcastle is relatively late to the party,
with many other cities across Europe having
already pedestrianised vast swathes of their urban
centres.
John says: “Newcastle is a city that so lends itself
to it because it’s such a beautiful city.
“You could imagine the whole of Blackett Street,
Old Eldon Square, Monument and Grey Street
pedestrianised.”
It would be a powerful rebuke of the modernist
planning approach, which imagined cities of the
future as given over to the car.
“We’re now at a point where the city has to be
reshaped to facilitate the movement of people
rather than cars,” adds John.
The Grey Street pedestrianisation plans have
been brought about because of COVID-19, but
their true purpose is to tackle another existential
threat – climate change.
Getting cars out of city centres – what you
might call de-automobilisation – is considered
crucial for reducing carbon dioxide and other
harmful pollutants that are causing major health
problems for urban dwellers today.
While more investment in public transport will
be needed to liberate our cities from the tyranny of
the internal combustion engine, pedestrianisation
is at the heart of the model of development that

John believes we must embrace in the years to
come.
He concludes: “The future is about promoting
sustainable development, quality of life and the
health and wellbeing of people.
“The economy is going to be reconfigured
around all of this. Cities and regions are going
to be reconfigured around this. Even the small
villages in County Durham are going to be
affected.
“All places have their strengths and their assets
that can be deployed in the pursuit of this new
model of economic development.
“The question is, who is going to lead us in this
direction?”

i
PROFESSOR JOHN
TOMANEY
@john_tomaney
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – LAW
Muckle LLP

CONSTRUCTING A FUTURE
FOR THE NORTH EAST
Adam Aston, partner in the construction and engineering team at law firm Muckle LLP, shares
insights into his career and the industry’s response to COVID-19

O

ver the past 14 years, I’ve seen
some big changes. I joined
Muckle LLP as a trainee in 2006,
qualifying in the construction
team in 2008 and progressing
to partner in 2019. Over that time, the firm has
continually grown and has modernised ahead of
the game to meet market needs.
When I first joined, Muckle was based in the
now-demolished Norham House, on Pilgrim
Street in Newcastle. There were only two of us
in the construction team. Now we’re in state-ofthe-art, ‘agile’ offices, with a team of five lawyers,
including two partners.

The nature of our work has also changed.
When I entered the profession, construction legal
work was more of a property spin-off. Now we’ve
developed a specialised, stand-alone and highly
successful construction practice, led by partner
and team head Lucilla Waugh.
We have a very varied and wide-ranging
workstream. This really keeps things fresh and
interesting, and that’s why I genuinely love being
part of this construction team.
Our construction projects include everything
from corporate finance, banking, disputes and
property so we’re often working alongside our
other specialist legal teams at Muckle on major
projects across the UK and overseas.
Our team works on projects across a wide
variety of sectors, including health, education,
sport and leisure, energy, health and all types
of industrial, commercial, retail and residential
accommodation.
We’re involved with some of the biggest projects
in the North East, including the Newcastle Helix
site and the city’s Central Station developments, so
to say our work is diverse and wide-ranging is an
understatement.
It’s been a busy time for our team. Currently, we’re
working on some big student accommodation
schemes across the country and landmark
developments as far afield as Birmingham,
Sheffield and London.
In lockdown, we were also appointed to one of
the main public sector frameworks where work is
now coming through to the team.
We were fortunate to be 100 per cent agile when
the pandemic struck. Agile working is something
the firm had been developing over the last four
years and when COVID-19 arrived, we were able
to pack up our Skype-enabled laptops and work
from home, literally overnight, without any impact
on our service levels.
Of course, the pandemic has adversely affected

56

work levels across the legal sector and Muckle is
no exception, but our agile culture and technology
has equipped us well.
COVID-19 could help construction improve its
image permanently. The sector is often considered
out of touch, but it’s coped tremendously well with
the challenges and opportunities presented by the
pandemic.
Building Nightingale hospitals in a number
of days shows just what can be achieved. I don’t
believe that the construction industry got enough
credit for that, but it was a fantastic achievement
and one for which everyone involved should be
extremely proud.
It’s great that the Prime Minister has committed
to ‘build, build, build’ to upgrade Britain’s
infrastructure and skills to fuel economic
recovery. Let’s hope this filters through to the
North East quickly.
Whether it’s road, rail or Metro links, we
need good infrastructure to fuel the economy
here. Transport and infrastructure are just two
examples of where the region has historically been
neglected. If you went to Manchester late last year,
there were dozens of tower cranes on the horizon
while there were only one or two in Newcastle.
Construction firms operate on minimal margins.
While the Government has done lots to support
business through the crisis, as the furlough
scheme and various other support mechanisms
come to an end, it’s absolutely critical that
Government policy is shaped to support growth in
our region.
Like all industries, there is no doubt that
construction will be affected to some extent
further down the line – primarily because it
is so inextricably linked to hospitality, retail,
infrastructure and the like, so there’s bound to be a
knock-on effect.
But work levels appear to have remained fairly
steady so far and I’ve been heartened that, where

i

there have been delays, landlords, contractors,
MUCKLE LLP
financiers and developers seem to have worked
Photos (left) Adam Aston; (top)
together to get projects back on track without
left to right: Adam with fellow
resorting to the black and white terms of their
contract and often seeking pragmatic solutions to construction lawyers Lucilla
Waugh and Sophie Crosby;
overcome resource shortages and the like.
(above) Urban Sciences Building,
I think that continuing to support each other in
Newcastle Helix
this way, with appropriate Government support
www.muckle-llp.com
and strategic investment, is the key to bouncing
@MuckleLLP
back. Perhaps the construction industry can even
emerge stronger in the end.
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – EDUCATION
Gateshead College

INVESTING NOW FOR A
SKILLS-LED RECOVERY
As the fallout of COVID-19 continues, Gateshead College remains committed to helping
employers, young people and adults build the right skills for the future

C

ompanies around the North
East are increasingly feeling the
economic fallout from the impact
of the pandemic.
Recent data shows the
coronavirus crisis has caused the biggest shock to
the economy, society and labour markets in living
memory.
National Government has been quick to
intervene and introduce measures to help business
mitigate the full impact of this shock. There has
been unprecedented funding support to employers
in the form of grants, loans, the Job Retention
Scheme and more recently for apprenticeships.
Across the region, key players in local
government, education and business support
organisations are collaborating to provide and
offer support to regional employers, large and
small. All are working closely to mitigate the
expected job losses and where possible help those
that are losing work.
Gateshead College is among the organisations
taking a local lead, recognising that people and
skills will be one of the first areas hit but also
understanding they will be central to business
survival and the future recovery. The current crisis
is seen as an opportunity to invest in future skills.
Tapping into newly announced Government
incentives, the college is already talking to
employers, young people and adults about the
opportunities around retraining while also
retaining workers where possible.
Ivan Jepson, director of business development at
Gateshead College, says: “Coming out of lockdown
and with the tapering down of the furlough
scheme, we will start to see the real impact of the
economic shock across this region. We already
know that many companies are tightening their
focus and battling to simply survive.
“The immediate thought for many is not to take
on more staff or apprentices. We accept that, but
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we want businesses to realise we’re here for them;
we can still provide a guiding hand and provide
a confidential sounding board to listen to their
problems around staff and skills.
“These are unprecedented times and
organisations such as Gateshead College have to
respond differently; we have always been flexible
and empathetic to the changing needs of our local
employers and our agility will be tested like never
before in the coming months.”
The college itself has already shown resilience
and an ability to adapt to the dramatically different
working environment throughout the COVID-19
outbreak. During lockdown, the college had to
furlough staff while quickly moving many of its
courses and learning online to ensure there was
support for apprentices.
While some apprentices paused their courses
and took a break in learning, there were still high
levels of engagement for many apprentices in
engineering, construction and IT.
Even during lockdown Gateshead College
continued to work and support individual
employers along with certain sectors of the
economy, some of whom are expanding during the
crisis. For instance, Atom Bank has continued to
sign up apprentices during this period.
At the same time, the college recently won a
contract to support A&P Tyne recruit new talent
into its workforce, training apprentices to develop
skills in engineering, fabrication and welding.
It is widely recognised that during economic
downturns, it tends to be young people and adults
with lower qualifications that suffer the worst. In
the North East, where retail, hospitality and leisure
are such big employment sectors, the college and
other partners are putting a lot of their effort into
supporting these areas.
“Employers want greater flexibility and to
partner with organisations who understand their
situation. The feedback we’re hearing is there will

be a need for shorter training programmes and
interventions,” Ivan continues.
“Gateshead College has a proven track record of
creating very bespoke programmes for the needs
of individual companies and business sectors like
construction and engineering. We’re here to help
companies with their changing needs whether
that’s help with recruitment or reshaping the
current skills mix.”
Incentives have been made available for
i
employers recruiting apprentices between August
GATESHEAD COLLEGE
1, 2020, and January 31, 2021. For businesses
www.gateshead.ac.uk
taking on an apprentice aged 16 to 24 there is an
@gatesheadcoll
incentive of £2000, paid in two equal amounts
over 12 months. For apprentices aged 25 or over,
there is a £1500 incentive to recruit.
Gateshead College and the wider FE sector
is encouraging the Government to plan for a
skills-led recovery, using the next 12 months to
implement policies to rebuild labour markets and
the wider economy.
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – BUILT ENVIRONMENT
Spectrum Business Park

SPECTRUM’S AGILE ABILITY
While many have struggled to adapt to the COVID-19 restrictions, Spectrum Business Park, in
Seaham, has emerged stronger for it. Developer Paul Wellstead explains why

B

i
SPECTRUM BUSINESS PARK
www.spectrumbusinesspark.co.uk
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usinesses have had to change the
way they operate to ensure they
remain operational during the
ongoing coronavirus pandemic.
No longer can businesses
have packed office floor spaces, with their full
contingency on site. Instead, agile working is what
it’s all about. That has forced many companies
to look at their existing set up – with some real
game-changing results.
Two examples of this can be found at Spectrum
Business Park, within the buildings occupied by
Great Annual Savings Group (GAS) and believe
housing.
GAS is undergoing a £3 million investment
project on site, which will quadruple its current
space and allow them to create hundreds more
jobs. The fit-out of the company’s expanded space
at Spectrum 6, and the move into full occupation

of Spectrum 7, is super high-end – GAS has really
thought about the space it occupies to create an
environment that allows for both office and home
working, with networking space available for team
sessions that require multiple attendees, while still
observing social distancing.
The same can be said for believe housing, which
recently invested in additional space at Spectrum
4 to bring all their regional offices together under
one roof.
Believe has created an environment that
perfectly brings together flexible working with
facilities that will certainly motivate their staff
when they’re working on site.
Agile working is here to stay and Spectrum
Business Park is very much leading the way in
showcasing how employers can adapt to create
a better, efficient, and more relaxed working
environment for their workforce.

IN ASSOCIATION WITH:

BUILT
ENVIRONMENT
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BUILT ENVIRONM ENT - NEW S

IN ASSOCIATION WITH:

NORTHUMBERLAND

Bernicia and Tolent join forces
on £8 million development
Two North East operators have joined forces to deliver an £8
million over-55s living complex.
Ashington-headquartered housing association Bernicia is
working alongside Gateshead-based contractor Tolent on the
60-home Rosebrough Court.
Based in Cramlington, Northumberland, Rosebrough Court
– which has been backed by Homes England grant support –
will feature 48 self-contained apartments, four flats and eight

to deliver a scheme that we know is going to make a real

bungalows.

difference.”

The homes will be available for rent and shared ownership.
The project comes after Tolent completed the Ashington-

Michael Farr, Bernicia executive director of assets and growth,
added: “This scheme will provide the security of a great home in

based Cheviots Retirement Village for Bernicia in 2017, and Chris

a close-knit community, with access to superb retail facilities in

Price, regional director for the contractor, said the business was

Cramlington just a short walk away and excellent transport links

thrilled to be reprising its partnership.

to Newcastle.”

He said: “We’re delighted to be working with Bernicia again

Rosebrough Court is due to be finished in summer next year.

NEWCASTLE

Work starts to create 25-home
estate on former BT site
Building work has begun to transform an ex-BT depot into a
25-home estate.
Karbon Homes is working with Esh Construction to develop a
site close to Fossway, in Byker, Newcastle.
Bosses say the properties will be available for social rent, with
the project backed by Homes England funding.
The site, on Roman Avenue, which is close to the route

Vince Walsh, Karbon Homes’ development manager [pictured
left, on site with Esh Group divisional director Gary Dobson],
said: “This is a really well-located site, on the edge of an existing

of Hadrian’s Wall, will feature 17 houses, made up of semi-

residential area, that is close to employment sites, shops and

detached and terraced properties, and two separate blocks each

both bus and Metro routes.”

containing four homes arranged as Tyneside flats.

The development was designed by HMH Architects.

NEWCASTLE

Architect bolsters presence with national framework for
success
A Newcastle-based architectural practice has received a national

will provide value for money, save time and deliver measurable

framework boost.

social value.

GSS Architecture has secured a place in five regions of the
Procure Partnerships Professional Services Framework.
Having secured places in the North East, Yorkshire, East
Midlands, East of England and the South West, officials say
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Jonathan Hunter, partner and Approved Supplier Agreement
director at GSS Architecture, said: “Our success highlights the
strength of our experience across these regions.
“We look forward to working with Procure Partnerships and

GSS’ public sector clients will be able to access services

delivering exceptional value to our expanding public sector client

through the streamlined Approved Supplier Agreement, which

base.”
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A DVERTISING FEATUR E – B UILT ENVIR ONM EN T – AD P

Education, education,
education
Claire Mantle, schools sector director at ADP, explains how schools can – and should – be designed to foster
better resilience, empathy, respect, teamwork, and physical and mental health among children and young people

Has COVID-19 changed the future of
schools?

skills? Teach children beyond the curriculum
– focusing instead on resilience, empathy,

We’ve all been talking about education since

respect, teamwork, physical and mental health?

the start of lockdown. Moving beyond the

Promote subjects such as art, music, sport and

challenging months of home-schooling and

food technology to assist with learning, allowing

the phased reopening of schools for keyworker

children to express themselves and learn life

children and critical year groups, every

skills?

parent, teacher and school manager must be

What would this mean in terms of the physical

wondering what happens next – and, even more

environment and design of our schools? How

importantly, what will change.

can design have a positive influence on users’

The pandemic highlighted how much
children – particularly from underprivileged
backgrounds – rely on schools for more than

well-being, giving the flexibility for adaptability
and use by the local community?
By working with schools, we’ve prioritised

just an academic education. So, beyond the

well-being and mental health, carefully

functional requirements of planning for return,

considering adjacencies of rooms and spaces

do the curriculum and the facilities that schools

to ensure teachers and pupils feel supported.

provide need to change to reflect the broader

Creating open, well-lit and engaging areas

social value they offer?

prompts unexpected conversations and social

Engaging with our clients and end-users,
we’ve reflected on the opportunity these

learning and minimises hidden corners.
Indoor physical activity is promoted through

changes create for education and the physical

the clever placement of staircases, making

environment. It’s an opportunity to look at

circulation rewarding with a sense of destination

schools and education differently.

and arrival. This sort of design rewards

School life through a new lens
Could we dedicate afternoons to personalised
learning, well-being, sports and vocational

movement with views, light and nature.
Connections with nature and outdoor
learning

The provision of good external spaces further
supports the importance of well-being. This is
often the first part of the budget to be cut – but
perhaps now is the right time to invest more
in landscape and the natural environment.
This is particularly true if we can take learning
outside, encourage staff to champion outdoor
learning, and enable external environments to
be accessed by the community, increasing their
social value beyond the school day.
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Agility
Flexibility is key; adaptable spaces, that flex
easily to accommodate social distancing, are
better able to support teacher and student
safety, well-being and mental health. Moving
forward, we need to be smarter with spaces and
create opportunities to teach – and learn – in
different ways.
As an example, at Sedgefield Community
College, ADP is creating a fully immersive
teacher training experience, working with the
Newcastle-based Laidlaw Schools Trust to
deliver a training hub that will root graduates
in the North East and help to counteract the
teaching ‘brain drain’ to the south.
The building is functional, but with a modest
footprint of 1100m2, it challenges conventional

of teaching and learning, with the potential to

thinking about circulation, breakout spaces

extend the school day, widen access to the

and flexibility, making the most of its limited

curriculum, and unlock new ways of learning.

space. The design takes inspiration from higher

As architects, we’ve thought carefully about

education environments, and the project is

the value the spaces within a school can bring

supported by partner and fellow ADP client

to a community. Evidence from post-occupancy

Durham University.

evaluations highlights the value of these spaces

That attitude to space – viewing it as flexible

to parents and families – spaces which are often

rather than fixed – influences every element of

used beyond capacity. Current area schedules

the design. We used sliding partitions to give

simply do not allow for these spaces, but is

spaces the option of dividing or combining for

there an opportunity now for elements of the

different purposes; creative, built-in storage

school estate to be viewed as community

allows furniture to be added or removed to suit

assets, and maintained as such?

the occasion. This kind of approach requires
careful attention to detail, so that lighting, power

Future concepts

and safety work equally well across divided

Our own emerging concepts for teaching

and combined spaces – but the approach pays

spaces feature natural light, community access,

enormous dividends.

and indoor/outdoor teaching areas. By blending

Dave Davies, director of school improvement

these with interactive technologies and virtual

(secondary) at Laidlaw Schools Trust, said:

reality, we’ve created accessible, immersive

“Sedgefield will soon have a truly inspirational

learning environments.

facility where student teachers, many of whom

If we genuinely are building the future, what

will take up posts at Laidlaw Schools Trust

has COVID-19 taught us? Perhaps that school

academies, will be able to learn from some of

design isn’t just about cost, but about value.

the most talented and successful teachers in the

The social and societal value of a school and the

North East.”

support it provides to staff, pupils, parents, and

Community schools

ADP
www.adp-architecture.com
@ADPArchitecture

the community beyond.
As one of our clients recently remarked: “How

Communities have come closer, with far more

wonderful to be on the cusp of something more

collaboration between academia, industry and

exciting. We can all work in a way to make

civic life. Technology has enabled new ways

things flex to our benefit.”
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A DVERTISI N G F E AT U RE – BU I LT E N V I RO N ME N T – K ARBO N H O ME S

Karbon’s aiming high
Ambitious housing association Karbon Homes is expanding its development programme in the North East and
Yorkshire, aiming to build at least 500 affordable homes every year
The last year has seen some great achievements

This provided long-term security for the

at Karbon Homes. Now the organisation is three

organisation, securing very low interest rates.

years old, it’s increasing the scale and scope

Karbon has set out its strategy to focus on

of what it can achieve – and continuing to grow

good quality, affordable homes that are tailored

from strength-to-strength.

to local needs.

Karbon owns and manages close to 30,000
homes across the North East and Yorkshire.
Like all businesses, it has had to focus
on managing the massive demands of the

One example is College Grange in North
Hylton, Sunderland, where the landlord is
building 105 new affordable homes.
The mixed tenure scheme is regenerating

coronavirus pandemic, but it is determined not

the site of former college buildings, and is

to lose sight of the ambitions it has set for the

fantastically located for access to Sunderland

year.

city centre, as well as for transport links around

In the last financial year, Karbon saw its
development programme expand in size by

the region.
But Karbon is also capable of delivering

nearly a quarter, completing 534 homes, a

smaller scale developments to meet the needs

significant increase on the 430 finished in

of rural communities, including four projects

2018/19.

currently ongoing in Tynedale.

Karbon has been working hard with

Three of the four are regeneration projects,

development partners and funders to regain

where Karbon will provide high-quality new

momentum in its programme which had to be

homes to replace outmoded, smaller, less

suspended in the early part of the year.

energy-efficient properties.

Charlotte Carpenter, executive director of

The vital element is to provide the tenure mix

growth and business development at Karbon

that is right for the location, and the demand

(pictured right), says: “When Karbon Homes was

from the local community. Developments can be

created, it was with a mission to provide people

a mix of affordable rented homes, Rent to Buy

with a strong foundation for life. We have always

and shared ownership.

been driven by the belief that we could create

In central Newcastle, on the Helix

the capacity to build more homes, and continue

development in the city centre, Karbon will be

to improve our service and offer to customers –

developing innovative new homes as part of the

and now we are seeing the results of that.

Future Homes Alliance.

“We aim to shape strong, sustainable places

This project will provide 66 new homes as

by not only building new homes, but also

an exemplar of sustainable urban housing, with

Karbon Homes

through significant investment in our existing

flexible living space to suit residents’ changing

homes and in a range of community projects.”

needs. Homes will feature innovative concepts

www.karbonhomes.co.uk

This year, Karbon is bringing forward some

such as moveable partitions, so rooms and

of its largest and most ambitious developments

layout can be configured to suit the changing

to date – and they are all supported by strong

needs of different households.

financial foundations.
In June this year, the landlord issued £100

Charlotte adds: “We are excited about what
lies ahead, as it’s incredibly satisfying to see new

million of new bonds, following a £150 million

customers moving into their homes and building

bond issue in November 2018.

the foundations to lead successful lives.”
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A DVERTISING FE ATUR E – B UI LT ENVIR ONM EN T – T O L E N T

A new outlook
Despite the challenges of COVID-19, North East construction company Tolent has continued to thrive – delivering
multi-million-pound projects across the UK, including the region’s Nightingale Hospital

No matter what industry you work in or how

One of the fastest-growing and more

you’ve been personally affected by the events of

prevailing areas of work for us in the North East

this year, most of us now have a new or at least

and Yorkshire at the moment is the residential

a reshaped outlook for the future.

sector. Through 2020 to 2023, we’ve secured

As a business, Tolent is using this as an
opportunity and facing these challenges head
on; forging a positive path through 2020 and
beyond.
Industry reports detail a hopeful road to

contracts to deliver around 3000 units covering
both private and public sector buildings.
This includes some ongoing work across
major projects like the £84.5 million mixed-use
Milburngate development in Durham, the £120

recovery for construction, as it stands today,

million Seaham Garden Village that will start

with outputs continuing to grow each month,

early 2021 and some exciting new projects in

shining the light on the sector as one of the

our pipeline which have a combined value of

fastest recovering industry.

around £185 million.

There is no doubt that the way we work and
the need to adapt to the ongoing challenges

New opportunities

we face will continue, but by supporting our

One of the most remarkable projects for us

people, our supply chain, our clients and our

this year was the NHS Nightingale Hospital in

communities, we’re confident of a bright future.

Sunderland.

We have maintained a secure position in the

Leading a region-wide team, including key

market place and currently have 45 live projects

supply chain partners, the Army and other civic

across the country, with more than 30 in the

partners, we worked over a three-week period

North East.

to create a temporary hospital from a vacant
industrial building and delivered a facility that
included the provision of 460 beds, 32 wards,
pharmacy facilities and staff welfare areas.
With more than 80,000 working hours,
over 300 workers, some 31 miles of electrical
cable and eight miles of copper pipework, the
collaborative spirit of the region shone through
during this project, and we will all be forever
thankful to our NHS staff and other key workers
for the service provided to us all during recent
months.
Another area where we’re seeing significant
growth across the business is work to improve
the safety of public and private sector stock.
This year alone has seen upwards of £15 million
worth of work to reclad a number of hospital
buildings and student accommodation units,
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with new enquiries coming through regularly.
And showing some real innovative thinking
from our asbestos division, we decided to tailor
our current offering to provide a disinfection
and sterilisation service back in May. Our highly
experienced teams are suitably trained to carry
out this service across domestic properties, care
homes, sheltered schemes, public transport,
offices, commercial buildings and construction
sites and all of our disinfection systems are
compatible with the COVID–19 disinfectants
detailed by UK Government guidelines.
Our commitment
Tolent’s commitment to our clients, our supply
chain, our communities and our people has
never been as important to us as it is today.
We successfully handed over seven projects
during lockdown, ensuring some housing
and healthcare projects that were vital to our
communities were delivered when clients
needed them most.
And everything we have achieved this year
would not have been possible without our
people. We continue to invest in a strong and
skilled workforce who we know will help support
and drive our future growth.

Tolent
Photos: (left) NHS Nightingale
Hospital, Washington; (top)
Whitburn Towers, 36 apartments,
South Tyneside; (above) Eden
Fields, 143 homes, Newton
Aycliffe; (left) Milburngate mixeduse development Durham
www.tolent.co.uk
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INTERVIEW – MIC HA EL LEW IS

Viewpoint
Durham brothers, Dave and Michael Lewis, established their own wholesale business in their early twenties and,
over four decades, have developed it into an international powerhouse. Apex Wiring Solutions now provides
pioneering mechanical and electrical solutions and products for major construction projects around the world.
Here, Michael explains how innovation and entrepreneurship have been key to their success

This year is the 40th anniversary of Apex

Wiring Solutions. What led you to establish

the business with your brother, and how has
it developed in that time?

What are the benefits of modular wiring?
The modular system’s components are
manufactured offsite, which can reduce labour
onsite by as much as 70 per cent. This is

My brother and I worked for a national electrical

particularly beneficial in the current climate of

wholesaler and, in 1980, we decided to set up

social distancing. Other advantages include

on our own. We were 20 and 24 years old.

health and safety and environmental benefits.

We began as an electrical wholesaler but

The systems also offer cascade benefits

after five years moved into cable distribution.

because getting power onto a site sooner

We were successful at this for the next 15

benefits the other trades.

years –supplying turnkey power station
projects and rail networks, in particular. We

How has the modular wiring side of the

were then introduced to a potential client who

business developed?

was building offsite student accommodation

Our initial entry into modular wiring was through

and wanted a new wiring solution. We worked

the student accommodation provider, after

with a European connector manufacturer

which our market was principally commercial

and developed a modular wiring system. In

office space. We saw the potential within

doing so, it awakened my brother and me to

healthcare and developed a special system

the possibilities of modular wiring and so we

based around medical products, which the

invested a seven-figure sum in machinery and

market loved. Over the last 20 years, we’ve

facilities to develop this further.

delivered more than 50 major healthcare
projects across the world, and have opened
offices in Dubai and Australia.
We moved into residential after partnering
with US connector manufacturer, TE. Our
flagship project was providing modular wiring
for the London 2012 Olympic Athletes’ Village.
This year, we’ve launched our EVO IDC
Connector system, and we’re already working
with the major players including Legal &
General, Berkeley Modular and Project Utopia.
You’ve also recently launched the Apex

CORE prefabricated utility cupboards. Tell
us more...

The two big tranches of investment in the last
12 months – representing more than a £1 million
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IN ASSOCIATION WITH:

– have been the EVO IDC connector system and
the development of our CORE prefabricated
utility cupboards. These cupboards house all
the mechanical and electrical services and,
within residential, there’s a big move towards
making them prefabricated in a factory, so
we’ve invested in a new workspace, new
facilities and new people to service that.
Alongside this, we’ve launched our own
architectural lighting brand, which has further
crystallised us as a business.
Innovation seems very important to Apex…
We like to innovate, not for its own sake, but
because we want to push the limits of electrical
solutions. Product development and product
innovation are part of our DNA – they’re what
sets us apart from our competitors.
How was the business impacted by the
COVID-19 lockdown?

Apex didn’t close as a business. We continued

experience in these sectors, we’re confident
there will be opportunities for us.

to service our clients’ needs, but like everybody

What’s the future outlook for Apex?

else, we suffered the consequences of the

Dave and I are entrepreneurs and we’re

construction industry, essentially, closing down.

opportunistic for the future. We’ll continue

We had to furlough some staff but we’re pretty

to service all sectors within the construction

much back to full employment.

industry, but with a focus on healthcare,

What do you think of the Prime Minister’s
‘build, build, build’ announcements

supporting the construction sector? Could
Apex benefit?

commercial office space, education and offsite
and onsite residential.
We’re also committed to marketing our
innovative wiring solutions to the industry. The
construction industry, traditionally, is slow to

In light of what’s happening within the economy,

adopt new technology. We need to change

the Government has announced it’s going

mindsets but we’re confident we can do that.

to fund the building of schools, hospitals,

If you combine the attributes of our new EVO

and support residential developments. If the

IDC system with the CORE prefabricated

Government follows through on that – given our

cupboards, we think they’re game-changers.

Apex Wiring Solutions
Photo: Michael Lewis and Dave
Lewis
www.apexwiringsolutions.co.uk
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North East education to
build on new deal
Durham-based Esh Construction is well-placed to support the Government’s ‘build back better’ agenda,
particularly in the education sector
Prime Minister Boris Johnson recently reiterated
his commitment to education as he announced

Many of the new school upgrades will be in

a ‘new deal’, which puts jobs and infrastructure

the North of England, where the Prime Minister

at the centre of the Government’s economic

must deliver on his ‘levelling-up’ promises.

growth strategy. In a nod to Tony Blair’s

The first projects are expected to focus mainly

famous 1997 ‘education, education, education’

on secondary schools, where growth in pupil

statement, he said “we will build, build, build.

numbers will be greatest over the next five

Build back better, build back greener, build

years.

back faster and to do that at the pace that this
moment requires.”
The Government pledged £5 billion of funding

Durham-based Esh Construction (Esh)
is positioned to capitalise as it continues to
deliver high-quality education facilities for the

for capital investment projects, including over

North East. The Queen’s Award-winning firm

£1 billion to fund the first 50 projects of a new,

is ideally placed to support the Government’s

ten-year school rebuilding programme. These

planned economic recovery, delivering

projects will be confirmed this autumn, and

maximum economic benefit – through creating

construction on the first sites will begin from

employment, training opportunities and

September 2021.

procuring local – while constructing better,

In addition, a further £560 million will be
allocated for the refurbishment of existing
school buildings and a further £200 million spent
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on further education college building repairs.

greener and more inspiring facilities to ensure
every student gets a first-class education.
Earlier this year – before the coronavirus

pandemic – Esh commenced work at Bowburn

Northumbria University’s Computer and

Primary School in County Durham. The £7.4

Information Sciences (CIS) Building has an

million scheme amalgamates the former junior

eye-catching rounded glass exterior – its

and infant schools and provides a new 70-place

design provides maximum flexibility and

nursery. The two-storey building designed by

adaptability of lab and seminar spaces through

Ryder Architecture is due to be completed by

moveable acoustic walls, which allow different

spring 2021.

configurations for changing class sizes. The CIS

The firm will also soon break ground at the
£4.1 million Willow Fields Primary School,
located on the site of the former Maplewood

Building was crowned as Newcastle’s Best New
Building at the Lord Mayor’s Design Awards.
Continuing its successful partnership with

School in Sunderland. The scheme includes the

Northumbria University, last year Esh completed

Esh Construction

construction of a new one-storey building and

the refurbishment of the Grade II listed

the creation of a car park, multi-use games area

Sutherland Building providing studio space, a

For further information about

and playground facilities. Work is scheduled

student hub and academic offices.

to be completed ahead of a September 2021
opening.
This latest win sees Esh build on its

Esh Construction’s education portfolio
also includes the Northern School of Art in
Hartlepool, STEM Centres at Middlesbrough

experience in the education sector with its

College and Northumberland College, and the

current portfolio boasting a number of landmark

refurbishment of Teesside University’s Grade II

schemes in Newcastle city centre.

listed Victoria Building.

construction projects in the
education sector, contact
darren.warneford@esh.uk.com
www.eshgroup.co.uk
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – EDUCATION
Newcastle College

ENABLING POSITIVE CHANGE
Newcastle College is primed to play a key role in the regeneration of the region’s economy.
Interim principal Scott Bullock speaks to North East Times and reveals that developing ambitious
and talented students is simply the start

A

ccording to Scott Bullock, the
newly installed interim principal
charged with steering Newcastle
College through the unforgiving
waters of the coronavirus
pandemic, it is the North East’s “glass half-full, cando attitude” that puts the region in pole position to
triumph in adversity.
“The people in this part of the world are
incredibly resilient,” he insists. “That resilience has
shaped the region’s history for centuries and we’re
seeing it again during an unprecedented period of
change.
“The pandemic has posed its fair share
of challenges but we need to focus on the
opportunities. As a college, we are listening
carefully to what employers want and need as they
plan for the future.
“We are keen to understand how the pandemic
has reshaped their view and how their demands
might differ. In some respects, the priorities haven’t
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changed – there is still a need to fill technical level
skills gaps but it might be a case of accelerating our
plans and delivering different courses to ensure our
continued responsiveness.
“Our University Centre means we are uniquely
positioned to train the talent of the future. Our
vocational higher education courses, particularly
in science and technology-based subjects, reflect a
growing need for highly skilled individuals.
Scott continues: “We set up employer advisory
boards focusing on digital, engineering, energy
and renewables in order to identify where those
skilled graduates were needed most. By working
closely with employers and listening carefully, we
are ideally positioned to meet the skills needs of a
rapidly evolving workforce.”
A prime example of Newcastle College’s ability
to pivot in response to feedback from its employer
advisory boards is the decision to launch a
foundation degree in engineering with applied
digital technologies.

The two-year course is tailor-made to meet the
demands of a sector in transition – thanks to the
contribution of engineering specialists SMD, MSP
and the expertise of Procter & Gamble’s (P&G)
Tyneside-based team.
Newcastle College’s Digital Advisory Board
worked alongside P&G, SMD and MSP to finetune a degree which supports the region’s Local
Industrial Strategy for Advanced Manufacturing.
“It’s increasingly clear that there’s a real need for
up-skilling and cross-skilling,” adds Scott.
“That’s particularly the case in the green energy
sector. As well as our ground-breaking partnership
with Port Training Services at Port of Blyth, we are
also engaging with Equinor and SSE Renewables as
they develop the Dogger Bank wind-farm to ensure
that Newcastle College can service their need for
employees of all levels and experiences.
“Our courses cater for students looking to
make a start in the industry all the way through to
onshore engineers looking to retrain as offshore
professionals. Whatever your level of experience,
up-skilling and cross-skilling are key.”
And Scott knows that better than most. With a
background in sports science, he quickly gravitated
towards curriculum management at New College
Durham. “At that point, I became interested in
quality improvement,” he explains. “I want students
to have the best experience possible and I’m in a
position to ensure that happens.”
Prior to his promotion to interim principal,
Scott’s roles as vice-principal (curriculum and
quality) and deputy principal at Newcastle College
opened his eyes to the passion and potential of
students keen to play their part in the region’s
resilient approach to economic regeneration.
His new role, following on from changes in the
leadership of Newcastle College’s parent group
NCG, affords the self-confessed advocate of lifelong
learning a fresh opportunity to enable positive
change.
“I was excited to accept the interim principal’s
position and to focus on the return of student
learning on campus,” he adds.
“That’s the immediate priority but of course I
have a wider vision for the college. It’s centred on
developing the ambitious and talented students,
which modern enterprise and our local businesses
really need. These are the people who will drive the
region’s prosperity and kickstart its recovery from
the coronavirus pandemic.
“We have already shown that we can be proactive

and adaptive in the face of adversity. From a
standing start we were delivering 100 per cent
online learning to our students within a couple of
weeks and both staff and students took significant
change in their stride.
“The success of that transition to online learning
meant we had an opportunity to reassess the way
we deliver teaching across the board.
“I think everyone accepts that a return to
campus-based, face-to-face learning can’t come
soon enough but our eyes have been opened to the
value of new technology. I think a blended learning
approach will suit our students best in the future.”
Matching emerging talent with established
employers is central to that future. Scott is
determined to pitch Newcastle College as the go-to
destination for ambitious apprentices and as a hub
for businesses building a skilled workforce.
“It’s all about linking the college curriculum to
the needs of employers,” he adds. “I want our young
people to be able to access exceptional facilities and
high-quality teaching. At the same time, I want to
work alongside our business partners in the region
to ensure their needs are met.
“One of the things we are looking at is developing
an apprenticeship hub where we can forge strong
relationships with employers and give them the
opportunity to speak directly to staff and students.
“We want to bring the most talented people
together from Carlisle to Newcastle – across the
A69 corridor – and create a real sense of quality
around our apprenticeship offering.
“The Chancellor has announced a series
of positive and proactive measures around
incentivising employers to take on more apprentices
and we are perfectly positioned to deliver a tried
and tested package of training and education to
young people taking their first steps towards the
workplace.
“It’s equally important in these changing times
that we don’t forget about our adult learners and
i
that we ensure that there is a comprehensive offer
available to support their return to work or change NEWCASTLE COLLEGE
www.ncl-coll.ac.uk
of employment. We’ve already started some great
@NCLCollege
work around digital skills and employability skills
for adults tied into the North of Tyne digital strategy
and focused on upskilling and reskilling to meet the
demands of our region.
“The pandemic continues to present numerous
challenges but Newcastle College is determined to
be at the forefront of the region’s positive response
to meeting those challenges.”
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – DEVELOPMENT
Scaleup North East

THE FUTURE LIES IN HABITS NOT
‘HORROR-SCOPES’
Horizon Scanning is used to describe the business process of applying accepted norms to
future trends to identify a competitive advantage, but what if those norms no longer apply and
behaviours change unrecognisably? Scaleup North East partner Craig Huntingdon looks at the
importance of understanding the genuine factors driving future events

T

i
SCALEUP NORTH EAST
For more information about the
Scaleup North East Programme
and the events and support you
can leverage from our team of
experienced business partners,
sign up to www.scaleupnortheast.
co.uk/newsletter/
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.rtcnorth.co.uk
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hanks to the COVID-19 pandemic,
what we know as normal no
longer exists. Entire populations,
governments and businesses are now
trying to come to terms with what
the future holds.
Understanding drivers, dynamics and future
trends has been the preserve of strategists and
futurists the world over. Experts have been
melding human characteristics, societal shifts and
emerging technology to predict consumer trends
and global healthcare needs, plus everything else
in between. But this future will be different as
many of the established assumptions upon which
these predictions were made have changed, faster
and more extensively than we have ever seen
before.
At a practical level, home working, decreased
travel and reduced face-to-face contact has led to
some fairly obvious observations such as increased
use of e-commerce, digital connectivity platforms
and workplace productivity, in addition to reduced
pollution and crime. However, a growing body of
research suggests that behaviours are changing
more dynamically and less predictably, which
might also be more highly resistant to any return
to normality as we knew it.
From a consumer goods perspective, customers
are adopting more conscious and mindful
purchasing habits, with more than 75 per cent
looking to limit food waste and 67 per cent
shopping more health-consciously. Demand for
shopping local is growing strongly with consumer
sentiment focused increasingly on trust not price.
So, what can business owners in the North
East take from this in order to ensure that
opportunities are identified and propositions
aligned?
Firstly, on the demand side, try to understand
the key driver and if this is sustainable. While
the huge sales surge of bread-makers at 465 per
cent dwindled as stores re-opened and lockdown

relaxed, sales of Peloton bikes continue to grow as
users are introduced to a new user experience, that
for many, is far more convenient and engaging
than the now ‘old fashioned’ gym. The 66 per cent
rise in quarterly revenues to $525 million shows
no sign of abating as people abandon bread to
work on their buns. Focus not just on what people
want but also how they want it.
Secondly, on the supply side, understand that
you can only sell as much as you can source; the
transition from designing for cost and efficiency
to designing for resilience. This will likely mean
looking local but we know that consumers are
now shopping with a greater awareness of the
environment than a focus on cost.
People are living differently, buying differently
and, in many ways, thinking differently. In this
time of dramatic change, businesses have an
opportunity to reset and renew. It’s time to seize
this opportunity and Scaleup North East is ready
to provide fully funded support from a highly
experienced team to assist local businesses to
understand, survive and thrive in the future.

ADVERTISING FEATURE – FINANCE

Armstrong Watson LLP

BUILDING VAT INTO BUILDING
PROJECTS
By Alex Nicholson, VAT director at Armstrong Watson LLP

I

n calling upon Britain to “build, build, build”,
Boris Johnson announced the most radical
reforms to our planning system since the
Second World War, making it easier to build
residential and commercial buildings and
looking to boost the economy so damaged by the
pandemic.
While COVID-19 undoubtedly has not
gone away – and indeed a second peak may
still rise – and despite social distancing posing
significant challenges to productivity, alongside
an incremental cost of PPE, it appears that
contractors have responded to this call to arms.
Recognising, perhaps, that in its wake COVID-19
will leave a significant need for additional
infrastructure – such as social housing, residential
units both for rent and for purchase, along with
student facilities and accommodation – we have
recently seen rising levels of activities from
operators in the sector.
As VAT advisors, few if any areas of the tax
provide the challenges and opportunities as those
generated by buildings and construction. Unlike
any other area of VAT, supplies of building and
construction services can be subject to any of
the three rates: zero, five or 20 per cent. In some
instances, two identical projects could be subject
to entirely different rates of VAT merely by being
supplied to different recipients. The difference
between a supply being subject to VAT at 20 per
cent or zero per cent could be the demolition of
a wall.
Why is this significant? Clearly, VAT and tax
should not be the key driver in a development
project, but there are so many benefits that can
be derived from correctly navigating the many
nuances and complexities found here.
For operators in so many sectors – social
housing, healthcare and welfare, residential
lettings, education, student accommodation,
etc. – VAT represents an absolute cost, and
therefore reducing VAT applicable on capex to the
lowest rate possible, and to the fullest extent, is
invaluable.
For contractors, applying the correct rate of

VAT is not only an important compliance matter
but may prove decisive in a tender process when
supplying services to a VAT-sensitive recipient.
Key considerations include:
• Wherever possible, look to establish the
most beneficial VAT position before the
project begins. It is much easier to charge
VAT appropriately from the onset than to
retrospectively correct.
• As a recipient, especially where VAT is a cost,
look to achieve the lowest possible correct rate
of VAT on the development. Challenge suppliers
where undesirable treatment may be being
proposed and it is possible to do so.
• As a supplier, ensure compliance and
competitiveness by assessing all elements of a
project and which VAT rate applies to each.
• Consider structure and approach; within the
confines of commerciality, is there structuring
(e.g. Propco/Opco) that can achieve a more
beneficial position? This is particularly
pertinent to social housing, landlords or student
accommodation providers.
• Consider alternatives. If an undesirable VAT
position exists, can plans be altered to remedy
this? Often, relatively minor changes can result
in significant savings.
• Wherever possible, seek appropriate advice to
explore the above fully.

i
ARMSTRONG WATSON
To find out more about how
effective VAT planning can help
your business, contact Alex on
01434 375550 or email
alex.nicholson@armstrongwatson.
co.uk
www.armstrongwatson.co.uk
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – BUSINESS
County Durham Community Foundation

GUIDING LIGHT
Lumiere is back for 2021, set to bring some much-needed magic to the North East. Now local
businesses can make a contribution that will last long after the lights have faded

the pandemic to get more than £1.5 million in
grassroots grants out of the door to support
groups at the heart of helping our communities.
“We now need to build back better and make
sure we recover successfully from the effects of the
pandemic.
“Lumiere is a great place to start because we
need to find that magic again. There’s a proven link
between the arts and good mental health and so
there’s no greater investment in the future of the
region than to make sure people are involved in
landmark events like this.
“Many people do not realise that Lumiere runs
community workshops as part of its Learning
and Participation Programme long before the
actual event, which gives local people a unique
opportunity to take part in an international festival
acclaimed around the world.”
Arlington Real Estate is a joint venture partner

i
LUMIERE 2021
Photos: (above) Bottle Festoon
workshop at Seaham Library,
Photo (c) Lee Dobson (right)
Keys of Light, Mr.Beam. Photo (c)
Matthew Andrews
If you are interested in supporting
Lumiere through the match
funding scheme, contact Sarah
Coop, development director
for Artichoke, at sarah.coop@
artichoke.uk.com
For updates on Lumiere 2021
follow @artichoketrust on
Twitter, Instagram and Facebook
#LumiereDurham
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A

spectacular festival that has
brought more than a million
visitors to Durham is set to return
in autumn 2021. Now charity
grant-maker County Durham
Community Foundation is offering a matchfunding bonus from a £50,000 pot to businesses,
organisations and charitable trusts who want to
support the community projects around it.
Lumiere, which celebrated its tenth anniversary
in 2019, is a popular light festival produced in
Durham by Artichoke and commissioned by
Durham County Council.
For every pound donated to next year’s
Lumiere, County Durham Community
Foundation will contribute a further 50p,
unlocking £100,000 in additional sponsorship that
can be poured back into workshops for the region’s
children and other community groups: all as part
of its commitment to helping the county recover
from COVID-19.
Foundation chief executive Michelle Cooper
says: “We’ve been working flat out through

for the festival’s major sponsor, Milburngate, and
has supported Lumiere since 2009.
Allan Cook, managing director of Arlington
Real Estate – who chairs the festival’s development
board – says: “The reach of Lumiere is enormous,

COMMUNITY HIGHLIGHTS
OF LUMIERE 2019
Building community participation
into each Lumiere programme is
a key part of the festival…
On a grim November night
last year, hundreds gathered in
Durham to experience a piano
performance like no other.
Keys of Light, by Mr.Beam,
was a spectacular artwork
at the Lumiere festival; with
each note played on the grand
piano generating a beautiful
light projection on the side of
Rushford Court.
Among the performers were
local children with almost no
music experience.
Claire Linfoot, from Laurel
Avenue Community Association
in Sherburn, took 12 children
from the centre who took part in
keyboard lessons, sponsored by
believe housing.
Claire says: “Our children were
treated like gold.
“They had never played before
and didn’t know how to read
music. The teacher showed them
how to make their own music so
that it didn’t matter if they had
previous experience or not.”

with all kinds of learning and community
projects ongoing throughout the 24
months between festivals.
“Lumiere is one of Durham’s signature
events which is free to the public, and I
think it is really important for both the
local community and the visitor economy
that local government and business
continue to be involved to enable the
festival to continue to shine a light on our
beautiful city.”
Sarah Coop, development director
at Artichoke, adds: “We’re delighted
that County Durham Community
Foundation has made such a generous
pledge towards Lumiere 2021. More
than 10,000 people from across County
Durham have taken part in Lumiere’s
Learning and Participation programme
over the festival’s ten-year history, and
the match-funding scheme is a great way
for businesses of any size to make a real
contribution to local communities.”

Months after the festival
had left town, Paul Edis, the
jazz musician who’d taught the
children, chose to donate two
pianos to the centre.
Claire adds: “It’s had a longlasting effect for us, and the
children love to play them.
“After the children took turns
performing at the festival, they
went round with their families,
and I don’t think that would have
happened otherwise.
“Lumiere is so important for
the city but there are local people
who live a mile from the city
centre who just don’t think it’s
for them.
“Projects like this help to
change that.”
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ADVERTISING FEATURE – FINANCE
Sanlam

LOOKING AFTER YOUR MONEY
THROUGH THE GOOD TIMES,
AND THE BAD
As the world recovers from one of the worst stock market crashes in history – Sheila Tindle,
head of Sanlam’s wealth management office in Teesside – explains how a discretionary portfolio
manager will look after your assets, ensuring they remain well-positioned to endure such
turbulent times
knowing their assets were in safe hands.
What does a portfolio manager do?
When we build a portfolio for our clients, we
know there can be uncertain times ahead. That
is life. But having a well-diversified, bespoke
portfolio, which has been tailored to account
for all your assets, ensures peace of mind during
uncertain times.

i

f there’s one thing that 2020 has taught us,
it’s to expect the unexpected. When the stock
markets reacted to COVID-19 in such a
dramatic and aggressive manner in March,
it was impossible for investors to fully avoid
the consequences of a global fall of that nature.
However, there were also opportunities within
the market chaos, which a qualified and active
portfolio manager could take advantage of.

Our portfolio managers offer a tailored service to
help you:
• Plan for the future, ensuring you set realistic
financial goals.
• Take the right amount of investment risk to meet
those goals.
•Keep your investments on track. If your
circumstances change, or markets behave
erratically, we can react quickly and dynamically
to ensure continued suitability.
•Invest where there are opportunities, taking
advantage of changing economic conditions
rather than falling victim to them.
• Protect your money through diversification.
Too much exposure to one sector can have
devastating consequences.
• Consider your tax position when making
investment decisions.

The importance of active management
Volatile markets can be an investor’s friend.
When the market crashed, good companies
were selling at a discounted price. This offered
opportunities, especially when applying our
ongoing search for companies with strong
balance sheets and healthy future prospects
– companies that have an ‘economic moat’ to
help them through volatility. Active investment
managers are well-positioned to take advantage
of these conditions, and our clients felt reassured

Once your portfolio is in place, we continually
monitor and analyse the economic and market
outlook so that we can adjust your portfolio
accordingly and help you achieve your financial
goals.
If you don’t have a plan and are feeling
concerned about your financial future, please do
get in touch. We can provide a tailored and holistic
service, which takes into account your pension,
investments, property and other savings you may
or may not have.

I

SANLAM
For further advice, please contact
Sheila on 01642 931200 or email
teesside@sanlam.co.uk
www.sanlam.co.uk
The value of investments and
any income from them can
fall and you may get back less
than you invested. Sanlam is a
trading name of Sanlam Private
Investments (UK) Limited, which
is authorised and regulated by the
Financial Conduct Authority.
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Teesside International Airport

FUTURE BUILDING AT TEESSIDE
INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT
While the global impact of coronavirus on the aviation industry has been massive, Teesside
International Airport has not slowed down its ten-year plan for success

D

espite a temporary, three-month
suspension of passenger flights
during the pandemic, behind the
scenes, the work never stopped at
Teesside International Airport.
A flourishing airport is key as the region looks
to recover its economy following the outbreak,
with new passenger routes and expanded services
central to driving local, national and international
investment.
Since throwing its doors open once again, a raft
of announcements has seen Teesside International
building for the future to not only make it an airport
the region can be proud of, but position it as a vital
catalyst for job creation and growth.
Just weeks ago, Tees Valley Mayor Ben Houchen
announced that Teesside was once again connected
to the UK’s biggest airport, London Heathrow, for
the first time in more than a decade.
This frequently requested service, operated by
Eastern Airways, provides both holidaymakers and
business travellers with access to more than 180
locations in 84 countries across the world.
The airport has also worked with Eastern
Airways to expand its domestic offerings, with
Aberdeen and Belfast City flights becoming twicedaily, with additional weekend departures.
Flights to the popular staycation destination
of Cornwall Airport Newquay have also been
extended to all year round.
Southampton and Dublin services will resume
in the coming weeks and months, with discussions
with all of our airline partners continuing on
further opportunities.
Meanwhile, a new deal has been struck to ensure
another popular worldwide connection continues,
with long-standing airline partner KLM Royal
Dutch Airlines committing to its Amsterdam
Schiphol route for another five years.
The airline celebrated its 100th anniversary last
year and marked its best month in 14 years for the
route last September, with this latest agreement
showing huge confidence in Teesside’s ten-year
recovery plan.

Looking to the future, much-loved Christmas
day trips to Lapland to meet Santa are returning in
December, with a schedule of summer 2021 flights
to Bulgaria’s Bourgas and Palma in Spain.
Alongside securing new routes, innovative
ways of using the airport are being explored to
maximise the potential of the site and attract more
investment.
Work has begun on a 270-acre, £200 million
Southside development, which will see a major
logistics, manufacturing and commercial space
created to house businesses with capital from the
site reinvested in the airport.
Complementing this is a new base for global
aviation firm Willis Asset Management Limited.
The firm has agreed to lease two hangars to allow
it to house aircraft and parts while carrying out
maintenance, storage and disassembly of a wide
variety of aircraft.
The first, a Boeing 737, flew into the airport in
late August, and will remain at the base for storage.
Further aircraft are expected to arrive over the
i
coming months as Willis steps up its operations.
Of course, the health and well-being of staff and TEESSIDE INTERNATIONAL
AIRPORT
passengers remain paramount, which is why six
www.teessideinternational.com
steps to staying safe at Teesside International has
Twitter - @TeesAirport
been put in place. Clear signage points to easyFacebook –@TeessideInternational
to-follow guidelines on hand sanitisers, social
Linked In – Teesside International
distancing and mask-wearing while in the terminal Airport
building, helping travellers travel in confidence.
Teesside International Airport is now in a
fantastic position to take off once again – for
passengers, for businesses and our whole region.
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INTERVIEW – Nick Pyle

TOKYO – ADRIFT
Newcastle-born Nick Pyle made waves as a 17-year-old when he won a surprise gold medal at the 2018 British
Championships in the men’s 50m backstroke. His rising star status was cemented later that year when he helped secure
two relay titles at the European Championships. As one of the North East's most promising hopes for Tokyo 2020, Nick
relocated to Stirling last September and was on course to achieve his Olympic dream. Then coronavirus hit and with
it, the closures of swimming pools and the postponement of the Games. For most elite athletes – who work tirelessly to
achieve peak physical fitness at precisely the right time – the pandemic has devastated finely tuned training schedules, but
19-year-old Nick is determined to remain positive, as he tells Alison Cowie

N

ick Pyle's talent for swimming was
recognised as a young child during
lessons at Ponteland Leisure Centre.
He impressed his teacher by how
quickly he mastered the basics and it
was soon suggested he join a club. At eight years old,
he started training with Newburn at West Denton
Pool.
Though he shone in all swim strokes, it was in
backstroke that the youngster from Westerhope
excelled.
"I really enjoyed swimming backstroke and found
it the easiest," Nick explains.
The St Cuthbert's High School pupil continued to
make headway in the pool and by 13, was training up
to six times a week – although, he managed to avoid
the early mornings that are synonymous with club
swimming.
"I only had to do one early morning a week. I
couldn't get my head around waking up at 5am," Nick
admits.
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Preferring to train after school, Nick had limited
time for the usual teenage pursuits. Luckily, he had
understanding friends who not only accepted his
swimming commitments but encouraged them.
"My school friends understood that I couldn't go
out in the afternoons, or do certain things, especially
if I had a competition. Thankfully, I never had any
pressure from anyone to do anything I didn't want to."
Nick became part of Newcastle Swim Team after
his club merged with Newcastle City, and he was soon
competing in national and international competitions
at a junior level.
However, it was his stellar performance at the
2018 British Championships where, at just 17, he
triumphed in the men’s 50m backstroke, which really
got Nick noticed.
Seen as a surprise at the time, it gave the young
swimmer the confidence that he had what it took to
compete at the highest level.
"It was the first time I'd done something really
good and I put it down to having the belief that I
could achieve great things," he says.
Later that year, Nick took home two gold medals
at the European Championships in Glasgow as part
of the 4x100m medley relay and the 4x100m mixed
relay teams.
Competing alongside the likes of Olympic
champion Adam Peaty boosted Nick's confidence
further.
"The Europeans were a big learning curve but the
more experienced swimmers gave me advice on how
to deal with things. I was putting a lot of pressure on
myself to do well," he says.
In 2019, Nick qualified for the World
Championships in Gwangju and was selected by
Sport Newcastle as one of the region's most promising
Olympic hopes.
"The programme was aimed at young athletes
who had a good chance to go to the Tokyo 2020 or
Paris 2024 Olympics," Nick explains. "They provided
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NICK PYLE
Photos of Nick were taken in
August 2019, as part of North
East Times’ 'Tokyo and Beyond'
feature.
@NicholasPyle1
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funding, which for me, helped pay for a couple of
training trips to America."
2019 also saw Nick make the decision to
leave his native Newcastle to join the prestigious
University of Stirling swim team.
"I felt it was time to move on," Nick says. "I
chose the University of Stirling because it has an
excellent programme and I could access more
resources that would benefit me in the long run. I
also felt Stirling would be a place I would be happy
living."
Although Nick admits it took a few months to
adjust to his new life in Scotland, he soon settled
in and, along with new coach Steve Tigg, began to

see improvements in the pool.
At the start of 2020, Nic performed strongly
in training and at competitions, and he was on
course to achieve the Olympic qualifying times in
April.
Then the coronavirus pandemic hit and the
resulting lockdown saw the closure of swimming
pools across the UK.
Nick, along with his fellow elite swimmers, were
literally left 'high and dry'.
Returning to his family home in Newcastle
when the lockdown restrictions were announced,
Nick kept positive.
"It was the first time since I'd started swimming
that I was able to take a break. It meant I could
almost reset.
"I also had a niggling shoulder injury so the
three months I wasn’t able to be in a pool allowed
me to improve my health."
Nick's coaches maintained regular contact
with him during lockdown and there were weekly
Zoom catch up meetings.
Thankfully, Nick and his fellow swim mates
were allowed to return to the pool in July – albeit
with strict restrictions in place.
"There's a lot of social distancing," Nick
explains. "You also fill out a health form and get
your temperature taken every morning and have
to keep your mask on until you start swimming.
"Once you're in the pool, there's only one
person allowed in a lane at a time.
Despite the restrictions, Nick is relishing being
back in the water and, along with his coach, is
working to achieve his pre-lockdown fitness.
With Tokyo postponed for 12 months, Nick will
have to adjust his training objectives to ensure he
can firstly achieve the qualifying times required to
book his place on Team GB, next April, and then
– all being well – peak again for the Games itself
in August.
Longer term, the young swimmer has an eye on
the 2024 Olympics in Paris, where his ambition
is to make his mark in both individual and relay
races.
"I'll probably be in a better position in 2024 to
push for an individual final and challenge for a
medal," Nick says.
While the Toyko Olympics has been set adrift
for the time being, it seems a global pandemic
cannot diminish this talented young swimmer's
resilience, dedication and ambition.
Watch this space.

INTERVIEW – Professor Katy Shaw

WHO’S GOING TO
WRITE OUR STORY?
Working together is a good thing, but throw a
global pandemic into the mix, and it becomes
more difficult, not least for the arts and cultures,
which exists to bring people together. Richard
Dawson sits down with Professor Katy Shaw,
director of cultural partnerships at Northumbria
University, for a ranging discussion on
collaboration, how people turned to culture
during lockdown and why we need writers from
all backgrounds to shape our cultural responses to
COVID-19
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C

ollaboration is something that the
business community is increasingly
embracing as the benefits of working
together to boost innovation,
productivity and revenue become

clear.
For the arts and cultures though, collaboration
is the starting point – writers and filmmakers
have always worked together as have visual artists,
musicians and so on.
People often refer to the arts and cultures as
an ecology for precisely this reason – a system of
interdependent stakeholders that together shape
demand for and production of the culture we
consume every day.
Interdependence is undoubtedly a strength in
the good times, but what the coronavirus pandemic
has also shown us is how fragile this ecology can be
when you take away its main purpose – bringing
people together.
While most parts of the country and the
economy have emerged from lockdown, albeit
with reduced capacity, mask-wearing and other
restrictions; many arts venues are still closed and
artists, writers, musicians and performers are still
struggling to make ends meet.
Even as the Government moves to allow theatres,
music halls, cinemas and art galleries to reopen,
many may not be able to due to cash flow issues that
no emergency funding scheme could ameliorate.
There might, therefore, come a time in the next
year or so when we simply do not have the same
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volume of new music, new TV shows and films,
new theatre productions and art exhibitions that
we’re used to.
That’s a shame because if COVID-19 has taught
us anything, it is just how valuable culture is to our
lives and well-being.
“The first thing people did in lockdown was turn
to culture,” says Professor Katy Shaw, director of
cultural partnerships at Northumbria University.
“They started to share poetry, they started to
watch the National Theatre online, they wanted to
see and read and watch and view more than ever.”
Whether frightened about catching the virus or
worried about losing a job or a business, being able
to take refuge in a good book, TV show or film has
been a lifeline to many.
The ability to escape, even just for a moment,
what has been an incredibly challenging year is only
made possible by having a thriving arts and cultures
ecology.
Katy has been a part of this ecology for many
years and knows all about the importance of
collaboration. Her role at Northumbria University is
to forge stronger relationships between the region’s
cultural institutions and education.
Northumbria now has established cultural
partnerships with Baltic, Live Theatre, Tyneside
Cinema and Tyne and Wear Archives and Museums
– each of which faces challenges in reopening
following the pandemic.
Katy says: “The relationship between successful
cultural venues and education has always been
there, whether that’s at primary school level or
through to university.
“This is because so much of a venue’s long-term
strategy is about engaging the next generation and
situating itself in the community.”
When the pandemic hit, Northumbria’s cultural
partners were affected in much the same way the
university was.
“We felt like we were all brought to our knees,”
says Katy.
“Right now, the priority is that we get up
together. The process of recovery has to be one
that’s founded on collaboration and supporting
each other.”
It also has to be founded on making the case
for how important the arts and cultures are to the
economy, as well as society.
Katy explains: “The arts and cultures are one of

our biggest exports as a country. We literally can’t
afford to let them slide. It’s in everybody’s interest to
support them.
“It’s a huge industry that does not begin and end
with well-being and social benefit – it also has a
really important economic contribution to society.”
As a professor of contemporary writings, Katy
has been particularly taken by the extent to which
people have turned to the written word to try and
make sense of the maelstrom that is 2020.
“I think people have turned to reading and
writing during the pandemic because narrative and
storytelling help us make meaning,” she reflects.
“Now more than ever, people want answers,
they want explanations and I think we’ve used
reading and writing to make sense of the seemingly
incomprehensible experience of living through a
pandemic.”
Writing is also important because writers provide
the source material that feeds into other forms
of culture, whether it be the screenplay for a film
or the narrative and script for a video game, for
example.
“Writing touches all other creative practices,”
Katy adds.
When you factor in COVID-19, what becomes
clear is the extent to which writers will be
responsible for creating our cultural responses to it.
As we use culture to rationalise our experiences
of the pandemic, it will be writers who have the
final say on which stories are told and how it is
remembered in history.
It is therefore of the utmost importance that
our writers come from as diverse a range of
backgrounds and perspectives as possible.
This is something another of Northumbria’s
cultural partners, New Writing North, is trying to
address.
As the largest of several regional writing
development agencies across the country, New
Writing North has lobbied to encourage the
publishing industry to move away from an overreliance on London by creating more opportunities
for Northern writers.
This effort took a major step forward in June
when one of the world’s largest publishers,
Hachette, announced they were going to open
five new regional offices, one of which will be in
Newcastle.
Katy says: “The publishing industry can be guilty

of unconscious bias where people tend to hire
people who look like them, sound like them or went
to the same university as them.
“Until we change the gatekeepers and have
them be more reflective, we’re not going to be
able to open up the industry to more diverse
representations.”
A project that personifies efforts to promote
cultural diversity in publishing is the subject of a
recent report titled ‘Common People: Breaking the
Class Ceiling in UK Publishing.’
As author of the report, Katy worked closely
with New Writing North and other stakeholders
to highlight the scale of underrepresentation
in publishing and create a strategic model of
intervention that could be used to address it.
The Common People project ran for 12 months
and engaged 17 new working-class writers in a
writing development programme, documenting
reflections on their lived experiences and on their
interactions with the publishing industry itself.
Katy says: “What we were trying to bring to the
foreground was that, as a society and as an industry,
we need everyone’s voices to be heard.”
The pandemic has brought this point into sharp
focus.
At a time when our collective story is still being
written, it’s more important than ever that different
experiences and perspectives feed into it, not just
in terms of class but also race, gender, ability and
sexuality.
Katy concludes: “The big fear with coronavirus
is that, with all of these competing demands and
priorities, is equality and diversity going to be
kicked to the sidelines now?
“The point is that it can’t. We need more diverse
voices and we need everyone to have an equal
opportunity to tell their stories.”

NORTHUMBRIA UNIVERSITY
CULTURAL PARTNERSHIPS
www.northumbria.ac.uk/
about-us/our-partners/culturalpartnerships/
NEW WRITING NORTH
www.newwritingnorth.com
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INTERVIEW – Peter Udall

GREATEST FEATS

Peter Udall, strategic director, economy, innovations and growth at Gateshead Council, shares the acts he’s been most
inspired by
and continued to protest for the rights of all women
to receive an education, and became the youngest
recipient of the Nobel Peace Prize.

W

hat is the greatest physical
feat you’ve witnessed by an
individual and why?
The greatest physical feat
award must go to care
workers, other frontline workers and the NHS. We
all appreciated the efforts of those that we became to
realise were essential to the maintaining of our lives and
our communities, but, despite the applause, we soon
forget and argue the affordability of the living wage for
such key workers. Those people who look after others
who are more vulnerable, deserve our recognition and
respect and we need to remember that after the current
crisis passes.
I would like to see a shift in how we value the
contribution we each make to our communities and
how we measure success. It has become clear that the
supermarket workers and delivery people and refuse
collectors and other essential workers have helped
carry us through this pandemic.
PETER UDALL
peterudall@
gateshead.gov.uk
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Which demonstration of intelligence/mental strength
has most impressed you?
It is most remarkable when individuals who have a
choice, take the more difficult option rather than the
easy path. Choosing to follow a less popular path and
embrace the consequences does take a particular sort of
person. For example, Greta Thunberg, who has shown
our youth what can be achieved by determination,
or the remarkable Malala Yousafzai, a strong and
outspoken advocate for girls’ education who was
shot on a school bus by the Taliban. She survived

What do you consider to be the greatest feat in
business and why?
I have been incredibly impressed over the last
few months of lockdown by the resilience and the
innovation of some businesses in changing business
models and delivering new solutions as a direct
response to the COVID-19 pandemic. The North East
has always been innovative from Joseph Swan’s first
electric lightbulb to Stephenson’s Rocket, but we have
seen local businesses and facilities change their modus
operandi and put their resources into delivering PPE
such as Jag Design, which started manufacturing visors
and reusable face masks, and Steampunk Spirits, which
produced antibacterial hand gel.
The home schooling requirements have developed
new digital learning resources, and immersive
technology has allowed people to stray beyond their
lockdown confines, albeit virtually.
The digital innovation in the region bodes well for
our ambitions around the NewcastleGateshead Quays
development, using immersive technologies to provide
not only amazing experiences for those who visit
but to cater for hybrid events and experiences with
the potential to broadcast to global audiences, again
leading the way globally in that space.
Meanwhile, the North East has been home to
the world’s first socially distant concerts, showing a
potential way forward to creative industries across the
globe.
Which act of generosity has inspired you the most and
why?
The most important contribution that anyone can
make to our society is to help equip future generations
to be happy and healthy people who make positive
contributions to society. Most families do this
incredibly important feat for those children who grow
up in a loving and caring family, whatever its makeup.
But some children are not so fortunate and I applaud
the work and generosity of those people who help our
‘looked after’ children. Foster parents and carers and all
those people who work tirelessly in sometimes difficult
circumstances, to give our looked after children the
start in life they deserve.

O C TO B E R

2 02 0

PROFESSIONAL SERVICES
This October, North East Times will be producing its special professional services issue.
We will be speaking to key individuals – spanning law, finance, engineering, the built environment,
IT, business consultancy, medicine, education and more – to assess local strengths, opportunities and
challenges in their respective professions.
In addition, we will be reporting on the different ways firms are supporting businesses throughout the
coronavirus pandemic
Among the topics we will be looking to cover are:
•
•
•
•

Agile working and the ‘new normal’
Support during the pandemic
Skills development and qualifications
Alternative paths into the professional services,
including apprenticeships
• North Shoring and how the North East can benefit
• Innovation and digitisation
• Future opportunities and challenges for the
professional sector
North East Times is a monthly publication that combines
quality independent business and lifestyle interviews
and articles with engaging advertising platforms
for entrepreneurs, SMEs and larger companies and
organisations to communicate their news and key
business messages across the North East, and beyond.
By publicising the achievements of the individuals,
companies and organisations that are impacting the
local economy, we aim to showcase the North East as a
vibrant and productive place to work and live.

Like all businesses and organisations across the region,
the UK and the world, North East Times has adapted its
output in light of the COVID-19 outbreak to ensure we
can continue to serve our readers, advertisers and the
wider North East business community.
We are currently offering free home deliveries to those
who request the service in response to the increase in
remote working.
We have also invested more resource than ever
in digital, including our website, social media and
e-marketing channels, to maintain our engagement
with a region-wide network, and to inform, support and
advise our readers and advertisers.
Tailored recovery packages have been developed to
help you share your businesses stories with us via our
digital and print platforms in the period of recovery
following these challenging months.

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