Hannah Matterson

A future without
culture, a tipping
point for creativity
Ouseburn

Inspiring stories of modern business
with the aim to educate and engage.

ISSUE 434

Tyneside’s social
and creative capital

Feature interview

LAURA
HEPBURN,
GREENOLOGY

2

3

4

5

North East Times Magazine
Different Times_

No
6

North East Times Magazine
Different Times_

434
Different Times

7

North East Times Magazine
Different Times_

2020 has been an incredibly uncertain year for the North
East business community. It should therefore come as
no surprise that it’s also been challenging for us here at
North East Times. Overnight, the coronavirus pandemic
turned our business model on its head and as a team
we’ve spent the last eight months planning how to right
the course and deliver a magazine that is attuned to the
different times we find ourselves in. COVID-19 has called
for us to reinvent ourselves and reassess our strategy,
which is why now, North East Times has a different look,
feel and read to the product you’ve come to know.

4Over the last few months, we have
been working hard behind the scenes on a
rebrand of our publication that aligns with
our new direction and delivers a magazine
which inspires, engages and educates,
for a regional audience of influencers and
decision makers.
The new publication is built around
authoritative independent journalism,
diversity in storytelling and investigative
reporting on the big issues facing the
business world. It’s a significant leap
forward in the way we engage with
readers and advertisers.
When the team launched North East
Times five years ago, there was nothing
like it in the marketplace.
Based on our founding principles of
transparency, integrity and creativity,
we created a product that pushed the
boundaries of what was possible for a
regional publication and gave the North
East a voice that it hadn’t had before – the
authentic voice of business.
Since 2015, we have celebrated the
8

ingenuity and personality of some of the
North East’s most extraordinary figures
while also shining a light on the myriad
opportunities we have in the region to
make a big impact on the wider world.
This will continue in the future, but we
will also create a platform for leaders in
the local business community to share
their opinions and deploy the expertise
of our expanded editorial team to deliver
insights on how to make the North East a
better place to work and live.
Over the years we’ve seen the digital
revolution accelerate at rapid speed,
allowing individuals and businesses to
create and consume content in new and
exciting ways.
But rather than seeing this as the
death knell for print, we believe we are
uniquely placed to act as a counterweight
to the incessance of fake news and be a
trusted, credible and reliable source of
information. In today’s media landscape,
we also recognise that holding attention is
more important than ever.
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The advertising ecosystem has become
increasingly digital-focused, leaving
consumers looking for reprieve from the
information overload online.
It’s here where print really comes
into its own, offering consumers a more
considered, trustworthy and slow-paced
approach to getting the information they
need, when they need it.
But we know that print needs to adapt
to survive. It’s been five years for us,
and the economic, social and political
landscape has changed irrevocably.
We need to offer our advertisers more
than just a page in our magazine. We need
to work more strategically with in-house
marketing teams to develop campaigns
that help our clients achieve their
objectives and make a big impact in their
target market.
That’s why our new commercial
strategy will be based on a multichannelled approach that pushes content
through a variety of platforms, maximising
reach and delivering real benefit for our

advertisers. We have become genuinely
influential in the region through our
print, digital and events channels and
have developed an enviable network
of business leaders, entrepreneurs and
support organisations. Our offer to clients
is to create new opportunities for them
through this network.
Our new editorial direction will see
us become a business magazine for
the North East rather than a North East
business magazine. This is because
we recognise that the world is more
interconnected than ever, which means
that national and international economic
opportunities and challenges need to be
explored at a regional level.
Our journalists are embedded in the
maelstrom of current affairs and will be
extracting any and all stories that you, our
readers and clients, need to hear about.
We will inform you of business
developments wherever they occur and
will focus on the big issues of the future
such as entrepreneurship, sustainability

and technology.
This company has grown significantly
from the team of four which relaunched a
legacy title back in 2015.
With more than 125 years of collective
print and media experience and 1400
hours now going into making every issue,
we are confident that you will love the
new North East Times and be excited to
engage with it.
We have committed all of our resources
to this rebrand at a time when many
businesses have become risk averse
because we believe in what we do, and
we believe in the future of this magazine
and the region it represents.
After what has been one of the most
challenging years of our lives, we move
forward with a new magazine, a new voice
and a new strategy to help your business
thrive in the different times that lie before
us.
A huge thank you to all our partners,
clients and supporters over the past five
years.
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Words by Richard Dawson

Five Ouseburn-based businesses discuss what it
means to call the valley home and what the postCOVID 19 future holds for this dynamic creative
quarter.

Words by Steven Hugill

After spending recent years working in film and
television production for a number of big titles,
Laura Hepburn is shining the spotlight on something
different – environmental sustainability.

Words by Nic Palmarini

Amid all the talk of shielding the vulnerable and
isolating the ageing population from the ravages
of COVID-19, have we forgotten the significant
contribution that older people make to our society?
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Ouseburn - Tyneside’s
social and creative capital

Swapping stars for
sustainability

New world, same humans
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Origin story

If the UK becomes the
Saudi Arabia of offshore
wind, where does the
North East fit in?

Words by Alison Cowie

After a stormy start, the future for North East-based
start-up Origin Tech looks considerably brighter as
its innovative WAIV™ invention is set to benefit from
the current momentum being placed behind the UK’s
offshore wind sector.

Words by Alison Cowie

While coronavirus continues to decimate many
sectors – hospitality and arts and culture being two
of its most high-profile victims – renewable energy is
being heralded as the saviour of the UK economy.

Words by Richard Dawson

Having grown up with music as a constant in her
life, Generator CEO Hannah Matterson is working
to stop the crisis in the creative industries tipping us
into a cultureless future.
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Editor’s word

Alison Cowie reflects on the evolution of North East Times Magazine…

4It’s been five years since a small group
of us decided to relaunch a title that had
been shining a light on the local business
community for four decades. Our aim was
to revitalise North East Times and bring an
internationally-styled magazine to a local
market.
Many scoffed at our brazen favouritism of
cutting-edge design, portrait photography
and lengthy independent journalism – all
printed on quality paper – but we knew
that to cut through the considerable digital
noise, our product had to pack a punch. We
continued with our mission, despite some
setbacks.
I, for example, quivered when we received
a letter from Rupert Murdoch’s lawyers
demanding we change our brand. Others
around me, however, remained forthright
that the legacy of the 34-year-old regional
business title should remain.
Over the years, we’ve spoken to local
legends and exciting new talent in the
region, as well as report on issues that
impact people working and living in the
North East.
Arguably though, our biggest story has
been over the last eight months. As the
global pandemic ripped through the North
East, we, like all other businesses, had to
determine the best way forward, for our
team, clients and readers.
The decision was made to do everything
we could to support the local businesses and
organisations that had supported us over the
past five years, and continue to produce our

monthly publication – albeit with operational
changes.
And now – in these strange times – we
reach our fifth birthday. It has long been
in the planning to go in a new direction to
evolve an inherited brand, and, once again,
challenge the norm of a regional business
publication.
We concluded that to do this we had to
be bold and so, on behalf of the whole team,
I’d like to welcome you to our new North
East Times – which I hope moves on the
conversation about the region’s economy and
those who work in it.
Coincidently though, this will be the last
issue of North East Times I edit as a new
opportunity awaits me. I have loved every
minute of editing this special magazine
and genuinely feel privileged that so many
inspiring people have shared their stories
with me.
The North East region has incredible heart,
resilience and spirit and I couldn’t be prouder
of being part of its community.
I must also thank the team at North East
Times for the support and relentless belly
laughs they’ve provided me over the past five
years. I will miss you all.
I leave North East Times in the more than
capable hands of its new editor, Steven
Hugill, an exceptional journalist who I have
no doubt will take North East Times to an
exciting new level.
So for the final time – goodbye, take care
and…
I hope you enjoy this issue.
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Business briefing
Your curated guide to the latest news, views, trends and
technologies shaping the economic and business landscape
of the North East.

Newcastle is one of the world’s
smartest cities
Technology
The IMD Smart City Observatory (SCO)
has published its 2020 Smart City Index,
including Newcastle for the first time.
A smart city is defined as an urban setting
that applies technology to enhance the
benefits and diminish the shortcomings of
urbanisation for its citizens.

out top for the Toon.
The recognition is the result of years
of collaboration between stakeholders
such as Newcastle University, the National
Innovation Centre for Data, Newcastle
City Council and the Urban Observatory.
The Urban Observatory hosts the
largest set of publicly available real-time
data in the UK. Its primary use is to inform
decision making and improve outcomes
for people in the city.

and across lots of different metrics.”
The Urban Observatory produces data
on all aspects of Tyneside life, from traffic
and people to noise, weather, air quality,
seismic and sewage.
This makes the city smarter by enabling
bolder decision making.
Phil added: “I think data empowers bolder
decisions because you’ve got some
evidence to back it up.
“If you want to deal with climate
change or poor air quality, you’re going
to have to make some hard decisions and
what data provides is some evidence as to
the magnitude of the change so you can
properly balance those decisions.”

Newcastle scored highly on the
following indicators:
• Medical services provision is
satisfactory (78.4)
• Recycling services are satisfactory (75.5)
• Cultural activities (shows, bars and
museums) are satisfactory (81.8)
The IMD SCO surveyed citizens from
more than 100 cities around the world
asking questions around health and safety,
mobility, activities, opportunities and
governance.
Newcastle placed 23 in the globally
recognised index, just behind Manchester
(17) and London (15) and ahead of
Birmingham (40), which were the only
other UK cities included.
In addition to the rankings, citizens
were asked to select from a list of 15
indicators which issues they felt were a
greater priority for the city. Affordable
housing and tackling unemployment came
14

Professor Phil James has led the Urban
Observatory since its inception and is
delighted to see that its work is making
a strong impression on the people of
Newcastle.
He said: “This recognition shows that
our work is percolating down because
the index surveys people on the street for
their reflections on whether they think the
city is smart and clearly they do, which is
what it’s all about.
“People are noticing Newcastle as a
place where smart is actually happening.
There’s nowhere else in the country that
can provide this sort of data, in real-time

• Most children have access to good
schools (70.6)

Facts & Statistics
4Newcastle’s population is 791,000
4Life expectancy at birth is 81.2 years
(2018)
4GNI per capita (PPP $) is 39,507 (2018)
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Research to investigate
the effect of ‘softer’
leadership during
COVID-19
Leadership
The Power Platform and Northern
Power Women – in association
with Teesside University – are
developing a piece of research
to look at what the new traits
of leadership are in a COVID-19
world.
The research aims to deepen
knowledge and understanding
of leadership best practice
and determine whether ‘softer’
qualities such as compassion
and empathy – exemplified by
the likes of New Zealand Prime
Minister Jacinda Ardern – have
proved more effective amid the
global pandemic.
Professor Jane Turner, Pro
Vice-Chancellor (Enterprise
and Business Engagement) at
Teesside University, said:
“The COVID-19 pandemic
has required leaders to respond
rapidly in constantly evolving
circumstances and success thus
appears to have been exemplified
by values-driven leaders
demonstrating compassion and
empathy, with an ability to really
listen, collaborate and build trust.
“Is it a coincidence that at this
point in time, the leaders most
successfully illustrating, what
are often referred to as ‘soft’
attributes, appear to be female?
“We believe this has provided
an opportune moment to
carry out some research to
further explore leaders and
followers’ current experiences
and potentially shift the
traditional perceptions and
beliefs surrounding leaders and
leadership.
“Teesside University is
therefore delighted to be playing
a key role in this research.”

Polyphotonix targets global
growth after Pioneer deal
Health
A firm behind revolutionary light-based
treatment to help save diabetic patients’
sight is rolling out global expansion plans
with “renewed vigour”, its boss has told
North East Times.
PolyPhotonix chief executive Richard
Kirk says it has a “strong international
base” from which to grow after positive
trials were complemented by a major
agreement with Japan’s Tohoku Pioneer
Corporation.
The company, based at Sedgefield’s
NETPark, is known for the Noctura 400
sleep mask that delivers light therapy
to patients suffering from diabetic
retinopathy – which can cause blindness
if left untreated.
Having developed its mask over a
number of years – with trials currently
ongoing in Hong Kong, Portugal, France
and Brazil – the business has signed a
deal with Pioneer to use its OLED panels

as a light source in the Noctura 400.
Richard says the partnership will
deliver substantial technological
benefits, adding Pioneer’s support comes
as COVID-19 continues to dramatically
raise awareness of PolyPhotonix’s mask.
“Treating blindness is a very emotive
issue and using Pioneer’s OLED panels
will put us right at the forefront of
the global biophotonics sector, which
is starting to gain real traction,” said
Richard.
“We lost 12 months due to COVID-19,
but we are back with renewed vigour
with Pioneer, and because people are
realising we can provide vital treatment
outside the hospital.
“Many UK clinics have been cancelled
because of COVID-19, but our masks
have allowed for diabetic retinopathy
treatment to continue.
“We held a trial with a London hospital
– which showed 96 per cent of patients
benefited from the mask – and we’re
hoping to increase our NHS engagement
going forward.”

Homeworking is here to stay
Employers
A new survey from the Institute of
Directors (IoD) has revealed that 74 per
cent of businesses plan to maintain their
increased levels of remote working. More
than half also plan on reducing their longterm use of workspaces.
But the IoD has warned that the
prospect of increased homeworking over
the long-term could raise legal questions
around employers’ responsibilities for staff
outside the office and has recommended
Government should take a number of
steps to help SMEs and the economy
adapt to increased homeworking.
These include improving tax incentives
for SMEs, improving access to leadership
and management training, and lowering
employment costs, particularly Employers’
National Insurance Contributions.
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Bernicia deal boosts Legal &
General’s “virtuous cycle”
Investment

Former Tekmar boss eyes
“holy grail” with new
venture
Energy
A former energy company boss is
aiming to tap into an innovation
“holy grail” after launching a new
venture.
James Ritchie-Bland says he
hopes to make the region “best
in class” across the renewables
sector with his Ritchie-Bland
Energy Limited (RBE) endeavour.
The recently-unveiled,
privately-funded business has a
blueprint to invest in and support
emerging technology operators.
It has already taken a 22.5 per
cent equity stake in Harmony
Energy Storage (HES), with
James, former chief executive at
Newton Aycliffe’s Tekmar Energy,
confirming to North East Times
that talks are ongoing across
other opportunities.
“There are three of us in
RBE and we are looking to take
minority stakes and sit on boards
to help companies,” says James.
“We aren’t just backing
companies with money, we are
providing support that comes
with years of knowledge and
experience.
“There are so many exciting
things around energy transition
that we want to support – it’s like
the holy grail for entrepreneurs.”
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An investor says it has strengthened its
“virtuous cycle” of positive North East
social, environmental and economic
change with £75 million housing
association support.
Legal and General Investment
Management (LGIM) has backed
Ashington-headquartered Bernicia with
capital to help deliver at least 650 new
homes by 2023.
The cash represents another substantial
show of commitment to the North East
by Legal & General, with the firm having
already dedicated hundreds of millions
of pounds to major job creation projects
across Newcastle and Sunderland.
On Tyneside, it has backed the £350
million Newcastle Helix science and
technology quarter, which includes The
Lumen office development and The
Catalyst, which houses the National
Innovation Centre for Ageing and National
Innovation Centre for Data.

On Wearside, it is supporting the
redevelopment of the former Vaux
Brewery site into a commercial hub – as
part of the wider Riverside Sunderland
scheme – and pushing plans for a new
manufacturing base on Washington’s
Hillthorn Park.
Reflecting on its latest support for
Bernicia, Steve Bolton, LGIM Real Assets’
head of corporate private debt – Europe,
told North East Times the operator is
committed to “levelling-up regional
economies.”
He said: “Our £75 million investment
marks another significant milestone for us
in the North East.
“Legal & General has invested over £25
billion throughout the UK and formed
major partnerships with local and central
governments, universities and local
businesses.
“We are creating a virtuous cycle
whereby pensions and savings are used
to create positive social, environmental
and economic outcomes, which are in
line with our commitment to inclusive
capitalism.”
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Sage Gateshead bounces back
with new live programme
Culture

News you may have missed

Sage Gateshead has announced a new
programme of live performances running
through until December.
Following its first live shows since
March, Sage will live stream the
programme, opening up performances
beyond the 300 capacity the venue is
currently able to accommodate due to
social distancing.
Sage Live 2020 will see performances
from the Royal Northern Sinfonia, The
Futureheads, Elles Bailey and Yazz
Ahmed.
Abigail Pogson, managing director
of Sage Gateshead, said: “Since March
2020 we have remained steadfast in our
commitment to audiences, musicians, and
the vital importance of live music.
“Until recently this meant moving our work online, including all of our work with young
people, our adult classes and our work supporting emerging musicians, all of which has
been reaching thousands of people each week from across the North East.”
The announcement follows Sage Gateshead securing £1.8 million from the
Government’s Culture Recovery Fund, alongside the ongoing £3 million fundraising
campaign, which will help the organisation through to March 2021.
“We are incredibly grateful to Arts Council England for their £1.8 million grant from
the government’s Culture Recovery Fund.
“This grant will help to secure Sage Gateshead’s survival through to spring 2021, to
offer music to audiences and communities through this winter, and to plan for culture to
be at the heart of our region’s recovery.”

Commission launched to
investigate regional inequalities
Development
The Government has launched an
independent inquiry into regional
inequalities in the UK – the UK2070
Commission.
The commission has enrolled a Teesside
Task Force to support its long-term
aspirations for a major increase in the
number and quality of job opportunities in
the North East.
It will look at the potential of freeports,
steel, hydrogen and the wider net-zero
agenda to boost opportunity for people

living across the Tees Valley.
Lord Kerslake, chair of the UK2070
Commission, said: “The commission
welcomes the opportunity to understand
and learn from the Teesside task force
programme.”
Tees Valley Mayor Ben Houchen added:
“It is absolutely essential that we boost
the Tees Valley’s economy, that’s why I
have put freeports, green steel making,
clean and carbon capture technologies at
the centre of my plan for jobs.
“I welcome the UK2070 Commission
Teesside Task Force’s focus on our region
and I look forward to telling them about
my plans to create jobs.”

Fintech

4Bottlepay launches new
micro-payments system
A North East tech company has
launched a solution to what it
describes as the ‘greatest unsolved
problem in finance’.
Bottlepay has developed a new
app that will solve the problem of
micro payments for both retailers
and consumers.
Built on Bitcoin protocols, it gives
content creators and businesses a
new way to monetise their products.
Company founder Pete Cheyne
said: “What Bottlepay does is unlock
access to the financial infrastructure
of the future. It has huge potential.”

Economy

4Job Support Scheme
transformed
Chancellor Rishi Sunak has unveiled
a fresh package of financial support
for struggling UK businesses and
individuals.
There were three main elements to
the stimulus package – a much more
generous version of the Job Support
Scheme (JSS), a doubling of the
grant provided to the self-employed
and a business grant for companies
affected by the restrictions in highalert level areas (Tier 2).
FSB national chair Mike Cherry
said: “At a time of immense struggle
for many small businesses, these
interventions will help to protect
jobs, businesses and livelihoods.”

For more news and views across the
North East visit our website @
www.netimesmagazine.co.uk/news
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Brexit –
A tumultuous timeline

Words by Tom Kennedy
Policy adviser at North East England Chamber of Commerce

International trade
June 23 2016: After 40 years of
membership, the UK votes to leave
the EU
March 29 2017: The UK invokes
Article 50 of the Lisbon Treaty,
the only legal mechanism for a
member state to leave the EU
June 19 2017: First round of UK-EU
exit negotiations begin
November 14 2018: The UK and EU
publish the Withdrawal Agreement
April 10 2019: The UK agrees to a
Brexit extension until October 31
2019
October 17 2019: The UK agrees a
new Withdrawal Agreement with
the EU
October 28 2019: The UK and EU
agree to a further Brexit extension
until January 31 2020
January 31 2020: The UK leaves
the EU and enters the transition
period
June 12 2020: The UK rules out an
extension of the transition period
despite the coronavirus pandemic
October 15 2020: Boris Johnson
unilaterally withdraws the UK from
trade negotiations with the EU
October 23 2020: Negotiations
resume ahead of the end of the
transition period on December 31
2020
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Why isn’t Boris Johnson getting Brexit done?
The promise of an ‘oven-ready’ Brexit deal is what propelled Boris
Johnson to power last December. As the no-deal doomsday clock
approaches midnight, Tom Kennedy explains what’s at stake for
North East exporters at this eleventh hour.
4It is now more than a year since Boris
Johnson called the 2019 General Election
where the Conservative Party returned
to power on the message of ‘Get Brexit
Done’. In the 12 months since, the public
health and economic crises precipitated by
COVID-19 have transformed our political
landscape, but on Brexit, the reality
of getting it ‘Done’ has made progress
difficult.
For some months, both the UK and EU
have appeared unwilling to compromise on
key areas of disagreement.
Despite this log-jam, the deadliest
pandemic since the 1968 Hong Kong
flu and an economic recession without
precedent in living memory, the Johnson
government decided not to extend the
transition period in June, and remained
committed to leaving the Single Market
and Customs Union on December 31.
With this deadline approaching,
tension has risen and caused a collapse
in trust between Michel Barnier and
Boris Johnson. On October 14, Barnier
was told not to come to London unless
he ‘fundamentally shifted his position’.
Discussions continued over the phone, but
time pressure and deteriorating relations
have led us to a point where no-deal has
never been more likely.
Posturing and swashbuckling is
commonplace in political negotiations
with both parties vigorously pursuing their
interests, but it is not at the level of high
politics that the results of no-deal will be
felt. These will be borne by businesses and

workers, perhaps more in the North East
than anywhere.
Our region is particularly vulnerable to
no-deal and an agreement is vital for future
prosperity.
Since the referendum, the North East
sent between 59 and 61 per cent of its
exports into the EU, significantly more than
the UK average of 48 per cent. Despite
our region seeing a 40 per cent drop in
export value in 2020 we remain reliant on
EU trade, with 58 per cent of exports sent
to the EU.
Huge quantities of North East imports
are inputs for further manufacture or
assembly, which are then re-exported
in well-established international
supply chains. All of this means that
disturbances to trade between the UK
and the EU, including tariffs, additional
customs procedures or border delays will
disproportionately hurt this region and risk
thousands of jobs reliant on UK-EU trade.
As we approach December 31, not
only do the risks of no-deal take a toll –
every month without progress is further
uncertainty limiting businesses’ ability to
plan. A year on from Boris Johnson calling
his triumphant General Election, Brexit still
hasn’t been ‘Done’. The only way that it can
be is through a UK-EU deal.
An agreement will give certainty, it will
allow our traders to continue operating
successfully, and it will be the first step in
Britain planning its recovery as we emerge
out of the COVID-19 crisis - whenever that
may be.

Guest contributor
Nic Palmarini_

Words by Nic Palmarini
Director at UK National Innovation Centre Ageing

New world, same humans
Amid all the talk of shielding the vulnerable and isolating the
ageing population from the ravages of COVID-19, have we
forgotten the significant contribution that older people make
to our society? Nic Palmarini, director at the UK National
Innovation Centre Ageing, explores the issue.

4They told us that today we are in a new
world. Where nothing will be as before.
Where we have the opportunity to become
what we have always theorized to be better humans, more respectful of others
and of our small planet - but that for one
reason or another (our interests? Our small
profit?) we have never been able to be.
We were told that we were in a new
world and - damn it - we realised it. But that
opportunity to be different, did we really
take it? Are we seizing it? Because from
the edge of this second wave in which we
find ourselves, it doesn’t seem so.
After the first months of the year
while the coronavirus was spreading
all over the world, a narrative about the
‘expendability’ of the older adults in
the face of the unpreparedness of the
healthcare machine emerged almost
instantaneously in public opinion,
somehow fuelled by politics, but certainly
set on fire by the media.
A phenomenon that has associated in
a completely natural way - without any
verification based on data - are the words
‘old age’ and ‘vulnerability’ giving rise to
a mechanism as popular and obvious as
superficial and wrong.
And after having discussed throughout
the summer - supported by a faint hope
that the virus had subsided - how, after all,
that narrative was an obnoxious thing to
condemn, here we are again, struggling
with the same antiphon.

The dramatic numbers of the pandemic,
the carnage that occurred in nursing
homes, are still painfully in everyone’s
eyes, but they risk making us classify the
old people as part of a single cauldron,
without realising how much that cauldron
is actually a river of fluid lava, lit and alive,
made of unduplicable lapilli, so different
from each other, so unique from each
other.
We see them all together, we
demographically classify them as a
superficial black and uniform mass
because we are not able to distinguish
their differences. As the British Society of
Gerontology clearly suggested ‘...many
people in this age group are fit, well, and
playing an active role in society.”
Older people participate in paid work,
run businesses, volunteer, are active
in civil society and the cultural life of
communities, and take care of family
members including parents, spouses/
partners, adult children (especially those
living with disabilities), and grandchildren.
There are currently more than 360,000
people over 70 in paid work, including one
in seven men between 70 and 75 and one
in 16 women.
Almost one million people over the
age of 70 provide unpaid care, including
one in seven women in their 70s. One
in five people aged between 70 and 85,
over 1.5 million people, volunteer in their
communities.

So, who are they but us? Where are
they but all around us? A demographic
category that not only needs health
or safety, but also wants to have fun,
consume, appear, travel. In other words,
to live. Are they the new humans of this
new world? In reality they are the same
as before, as they have always been. It
would be enough just to recognise them
as individuals of this same society. If we
ever will be able to.
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Teesside toasts UK’s first
Hydrogen Transport Centre
with ministerial visit

Middlesbrough’s TWI where the
research, development and testing of
new hydrogen technologies will take
place.

Energy

The centre will form part of a new
innovation campus with Teesside
University focussed on clean energy
research and development.

A Government transport minister visited
Teesside on September 30 to announce
the UK’s first Hydrogen Transport
Centre would be built in the region.

More than half of the UK’s hydrogen is
already produced on Teesside, and the
new centre will complement the Tees
Valley Net Zero Innovation Centre.

Rachel Maclean MP was present
with Tees Valley Mayor Ben Houchen
as they surveyed the site next to

Combined with renewable electricity,
hydrogen can be produced, stored and
used to generate heat and electricity

without producing any greenhouse
gases or air pollutants.
The knock-on benefits of a strong
hydrogen economy include adding up to
£7 billion to the region’s economy from
now until 2050, creating thousands of
jobs in the process.

Teesside – The UK’s Hydrogen Valley
Using hydrogen as a source of energy is increasingly viewed as being a key ingredient in the UK’s
decarbonisation challenge. Richard Dawson speaks to Professor Simon Hodgson to find out why
Teesside, with its rich industrial and natural assets, is perfectly placed to spearhead the H2
renewable revolution.
Words by Richard Dawson

4The world economy must be decarbonised within the next
30 years if we are to avoid the worst consequences of climate
change. Carbon dioxide is the biggest human-made source of
global warming, accounting for 64 per cent of our total impact.
Failure to limit warming to two degrees above pre-industrial
levels as per the Paris Agreement would mean catastrophic
biodiversity loss, extreme weather, rising sea levels, crop failure
and potentially mass starvation.
Here in the UK, the key to decarbonisation is in the way we fuel
our economy.
Since the Industrial Revolution, we’ve relied on fossil fuels
because they’re easy to extract from the earth and have wide
applicability from powering our cars to heating our homes.
But we know that this way of doing things exacts an enormous
environmental cost.
Renewable energy offers a chance to get off fossil fuels and
turn the tide on climate change.
Fortunately, huge progress is being made on things like wind
20

power and solar energy, with the North East being a key player in
these burgeoning sectors.
Now, there’s another renewable energy source with enormous
potential beginning to come on stream – hydrogen.
By far the most common element in the universe, H2 is also
non-toxic for the environment, can be used for a wide range of
human needs and fits into a circular economy alongside other
renewables.
Teesside is currently responsible for half of the UK’s hydrogen
capacity, producing 15 TWh per year.
The area has the right combination of industrial and natural
assets, which is why Professor Simon Hodgson, pro vicechancellor (research and innovation) at Teesside University,
believes Teesside could become “the UK’s Hydrogen Valley”.
He says: “One of the key assets Teesside has is its
infrastructure, particularly chemical industries infrastructure.
We’ve got everything from our own specialist fire service through
to extensive pipework systems and local energy networks.
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There’s also some geology in Teesside
that’s incredibly useful.
“In fact, it seems probable that most of
the big port regions will be well placed to
have the infrastructure we will need for
hydrogen production. But between the
Humber and Tees rivers is pretty much the
ideal location.”
However, while the potential of
hydrogen as an energy source is huge,
producing it does not come without its
challenges.
Firstly, there’s the challenge of getting
hold of the stuff. In its raw form, hydrogen
is actually lighter than air, which means
that the H2 we have on Earth is attached
to other elements making compounds.
“In its pure state, hydrogen quite literally
flows up into the atmosphere and
disappears into space,” adds Simon.
The two main sources of hydrogen on
Earth are methane (hydrogen and carbon)

H2 storage and you have to ensure that it
doesn’t leak out because it’s such a light
chemical.
There’s then the challenge of scaling up
production – the UK’s current H2 output
is 30 TWh, while UK energy demand is
1800 TWh.
Lastly, there’s the issue of market
economics. If we start using hydrogen
and other renewables to power our cars,
homes and factories, that will drive down
the price of oil and gas, making them
cheaper to buy.
“The price will keep coming down to a
bit lower than we can make hydrogen,”
Simon says.
Thankfully, solutions are in the offing on
all of these fronts.
The carbon produced when extracting
hydrogen from methane, for example,
could be stored using CCUS (carbon
capture, utilisation and storage), which is

The challenge of scaling up production
to meet our energy needs can also be met
by different renewable sources working
together in a circular economy.
Simon explains: “One of the issues
with wind power is that the wind doesn’t
blow every day so what you can do is use
hydrogen as a kind of balancer.
“When you don’t need electricity to
supply homes and factories, but the wind
is still blowing, you can use the spare
electricity to create hydrogen. Then when
the wind is not blowing, you can use
hydrogen to fill the energy gap.”
Simon believes that hydrogen will form
part of an energy mix where different
renewable sources feed into one another
to power the low-carbon economy of the
future.
Lastly, the market economics challenge
can be met with state intervention and
behavioural change. This could take the

and water (hydrogen and oxygen).
Extracting hydrogen from these
compounds is problematic because if
you take it from methane, you produce
carbon, which is the thing we’re trying to
avoid.
To take it from water, you need
electricity, which also produces carbon
when it’s being generated from things like
natural gas, coal and other fossil fuels.
The second challenge is where you
store the hydrogen once you’ve produced
it. A huge amount of space is required for

something that Teesside, through its Net
Zero Teesside initiative, is rapidly scaling
up.
Extracting hydrogen through
electrolysis of water could also be
completely green if the electricity was
generated from renewables like wind
power.
Once we’ve extracted all of this
hydrogen, the aforementioned salt
caverns proliferating the land between
Teesside and Humberside are the perfect
place to store it.

form of a carbon tax or a state subsidy for
renewables.
Simon says: “We must have the political
will and the social pressure to say,
whatever the price of oil and gas, we’re
willing to pay a bit more to use renewable
fuel.”
With the recent announcement about
its Hydrogen Transport Centre and other
schemes coming down the track, it
looks like whatever the future holds for
hydrogen, Teesside will be at the centre
of it.
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Swapping stars for
sustainability
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Words by Steven Hugill
Photography by Christopher Owens
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Laura Hepburn is well versed in the art of blockbuster film and television
production, having worked on a number of big titles in recent years.
Now though, she’s shining the spotlight on something entirely different –
environmental sustainability. As director of Middlesbrough-based wasteto-energy firm Greenology, Laura has created a set all of her own to turn
plastic waste, tyres and even wind turbine blades into power.

4“It was extremely tempting, but I guess

Dress designed by Sarah Parker @_editharcher
Produced by Sarah Parker @_editharcher and Nicholas Alexander @nixanderdesign

you could say I turned down James Bond.”
Countless women have tried – and
failed – over the years to escape 007’s
allure.
Not Laura Hepburn, though.
As a trusted assistant director and
production team member across
numerous well-known film and television
titles, Hollywood chiefs wanted Laura to
help deliver Bond’s forthcoming adventure
No Time To Die.
However, as boss of Greenology, the
Middlesbrough firm spearheading a
circular recycling revolution through a
blueprint of plastic waste, tyre and wind
turbine blade transformation, Laura
spurned the superspy’s advances.
And there’s the thing.
To understand Laura’s present-day
journey, you must look down her past
avenues.
The world of broadcast entertainment
wasn’t the road Laura – who grew up in
the North Yorkshire seaside hideaway of
Robin Hood’s Bay – chose to navigate as
a teenager when embarking upon her life
journey.
24
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Nevertheless, it has turbo-charged
her real passion of sustainability, with
monies earned from her production stints
furnishing Greenology with crucial growth
capital.
James Bond might be missing from
her CV, but Laura’s credits list remains
weighty – the roll calls of Fantastic
Beasts: The Crimes of Grindelwald, Game
of Thrones, Phantom Thread, Tolkien,
Yesterday and Gentleman Jack all carry
her name.
Laura’s break came when she was
identified for a role on the 1950s-themed
drama Phantom Thread, which stars
Daniel Day-Lewis as a dressmaker.
Headhunted for skills she’d showcased
at an advertising and marketing agency,
Laura’s first brushes with broadcast
production began in the North Yorkshire
fishing village of Staithes.
“I was working for DTW, in
Guisborough, east Cleveland, where
we were winning contracts that would
normally go to London,” says Laura.
“It was great fun and I did a lot of
filming and editing work, and I was good
at organising people too.
“I’d moved back to Robin Hood’s Bay to
help my autistic son – who was coming up
to his 16th birthday – study for his exams,
and it was then that a friend told me the
Phantom Thread people needed a location
marshal for their Northern schedule.
“I went for it and ended up looking after
Daniel Day-Lewis,” smiles Laura.
“I had to follow him everywhere to
make sure he was safe.
“It was my responsibility to move him
from a little cottage to the set and back
again.
“One of my jobs was to make sure
the cottage’s AGA oven was on, so that
he’d be warm enough – it was a crazy
experience.”
Surreal it may have been, but Laura’s
attention to detail and reassuring on-set
presence yielded further projects.
“I worked on Tolkien and ran in falafels
and cups of tea to the team while being
up to my ankles in mud and surrounded
by rats in First World War trenches.

“There would be days too when I’d be
chatting to people like Lily Collins – who
played Tolkien’s wife Edith Bratt – about
making the best Yorkshire puddings.
“Everyone thinks of the film industry as
being very serious, but the conversations
you have are just so normal.
“It was the same when I worked on the
BBC drama Gentleman Jack,” continues
Laura.
“Suranne Jones played Anne Lister, a
real warrior woman who went up against
powerful Victorian men as a landowner
and industrialist, and, like Daniel DayLewis, stayed in character.
“There were times when she was
storming around set and I had to jump in
and fling open a door for her!
“But there were times when she was so
relatable too, like when she was phoning
home to put her child to bed.”

With her stock now having risen,
Laura supported director Danny Boyle on
romantic comedy Yesterday, wherein the
lead character finds fame by plagiarising
Beatles songs.
It was here when James Bond came
calling.
“I had 8000 extras to look after on
Yesterday and my backside is in one of the
big groups shots in the film,” she smiles.
“I was picked as part of a team from
Yesterday to join Danny on No Time to
Die.
“However, it would have meant three
months of being abroad and I’d just
started working on Greenology, so I
couldn’t commit myself.”
For a woman who has supported the
creation of several big screen narratives,
Laura’s is a story that has an almost
Hollywood feel to it.
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“I’d always been interested in sustainability, but future
design piqued my interest to new levels. I was looking at
the problems of plastic – this was ten years ago, so the
focus was nothing like it is today – in particular Africa
and possible solutions to plastic bottle waste, such as
Lego-style blocks for housing”

From leaving home to study at
university, to life as a single mother and
battling serious health complications
– Laura underwent a hysterectomy at
26 following the birth of her third child –
alongside a succession of roles, her’s is a
tale of numerous strands.
“I studied Art and Design at GNVQ
advanced level at Scarborough College
and won the young designer of the year
title,” says Laura.
“I then went to study graphic design at
Liverpool John Moores University – I was
the first student they took that didn’t have
A-levels, and actually gained a placement
to go to Parham Santana brand agency, in
New York, after my studies.
“However, I fell very poorly in my first
year and needed treatment, so had to
finish my degree at Teesside University.
“I was basically told by doctors that I
needed to act sharpish if I wanted to have
children, so I did – I had two boys in one
year.
“I moved back to Robin Hood’s Bay to
look after them and to finish my degree,
26

and once I’d done the latter, I worked for a
couple of design agencies.”
Not long after, Laura was headhunted
by Northern Creative and rose to the role
of business development manager in the
early 2000s.
Now living in Aislaby, close the market
town of Yarm, near Stockton, she played
a key role in a major tourism event – only
for illness to strike again.
She says: “One of my big projects
was encouraging people to come to
Middlehaven to see the glamourous
Tall Ships, in a project alongside
Middlesbrough Council.
“But I became very poorly and had to
move back to Robin Hood’s Bay – I needed
help with the children as I underwent
further treatment.”
After completing her therapy, Laura set
up her own design agency before joining
third sector organisation Seachange
Community Trust.
“I was doing communications, PR and
design,” says Laura, “and Seachange was
one of the best jobs I’ve ever had.

“I learnt about humility and worked with
people from lots of different backgrounds.
“No two days were ever the same; I
could be fighting to save a care home,
working with the homeless or supporting
volunteers on various projects.
“But I then was headhunted again,
this time by Noble Foods, to work on the
Happy Egg Co. brand.
“You’ve never experienced a challenge
until you’ve tried to get Yorkshire
chicken farmers to use social media and
technology!” she laughs.
Not long after, Laura fell pregnant,
this time with her daughter, and then
underwent a hysterectomy.
However, never one to sit idle, she used
the time that combined caring for three
children with recovery from a serious
operation to plot her next career move.
Laura decided to return to Teesside
University to study a Master’s degree in
future design, a move that proved to be
the genesis of Greenology.
“I’d always been interested in
sustainability, but future design piqued my
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Greenology – which at this juncture was
a biomass firm based in Liverton Mines,
east Cleveland.
A partnership was struck up wherein
the business would help Laura research
and develop a project around creating
electricity from chicken faeces.
However, things quickly spiralled in

interest to new levels,” says Laura, who
also completed a teaching qualification
and got married in the period.
“I was looking at the problems of plastic
– this was ten years ago, so the focus
was nothing like it is today – in particular
Africa and possible solutions to plastic
bottle waste, such as Lego-style blocks
for housing.
“But I was a mum, and I needed to keep
working for my family, so I couldn’t fulfil
my sustainability dream at that point.”
However, Laura’s ambitions moved
closer to reality when she returned to the
Happy Egg Co., with the move introducing
her to pyrolysis, a process that thermally
decomposes objects to create energy.
From here, she was directed towards

another direction.
“I started Greenology by accident,
really,” says Laura, who sits on the
board of the Tees Valley Assist Women’s
Network to nurture female talent.
“The company was supposed to
help me, but within a week the person
overseeing the site had left.
“Then I began discovering things that
shouldn’t have been there and we met
resistance from local people.
“We were then flooded in February and,
just a few weeks later, our factory was the
victim of an arson attack right as we were
adjusting to the COVID-19 lockdown.
“We’d already been working in
the background to move down to
Middlesbrough, so if anything, the fire
made that decision even easier,” says
Laura.
Now operating from Skippers Lane
Industrial Estate – a move fuelled by
Laura’s film and television work – the
company is pressing ahead.
With an order book that lists work with
excavator maker JCB – and previouslyrevealed plans to create up to 50 jobs in
a new de-polymerisation plant designed
to turn thousands of tonnes of plastic into
bio-diesel – Laura says the prospects are
bright.
Add in a focus to transform old wind
turbine blades into marine-grade fuel, and
Laura says Greenology – which currently
has four staff members, four apprentices
and 20 local consultants – is ready to lead
a new revolution.
“There is some amazing work being
done on wind farms, solar power
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Laura Hepburn, director of Greenology
www.greenologyuk.com

and hydrogen,” says Laura, who was
recognised by the Women’s Engineering
Society earlier this year as one of the
country’s top 50 females for her work
around sustainability.
“But targets for 2030 and 2050 are too
far away – we need to deliver positive
change now.
“Here at Greenology, we have created
a full circle solution and are bringing new
jobs and sustainability.
“We are creating fuel for JCB’s
machines from their old tyres and creating
rubber crumb for new playground
surfaces in the process.
“But we’re looking elsewhere,” says
Laura, who, as North East Times went
to print, was waiting to see if she had
triumphed in the Young Director of the
28

Year category at the Institute of Directors’
Yorkshire and North East Director of the
Year Awards.
She continues: “There are wind turbine
blade graveyards around the world and
their recycling is a massive issue.
“We can shred down a blade and put it
through our pyrolysis procedure – which
turns it back into its original state of oil –
and process that to create power.
“We are working with firms like Wilton
Engineering and Siemens to put processes
in place that will create new jobs on the
docks.
“How good would it be to see ships
leaving North East ports to fix turbines
fuelled by recycled blades?”
And it is this commitment to local
sustainability that will drive Greenology

forward, with Laura keen to see her
venture bolster the region’s job market.
She adds: “My grandparents lived
in Berwick Hills, on the outskirts of
Middlesbrough, and educated me on the
history and heritage of Teesside.
“That’s why I find it so dispiriting at the
moment to see young people unable to
get jobs and others who have been laid
off.
“My team has taken me to where I am
today, and I’m proud to be providing them
– and others that will join in the future –
with jobs for life.
“The old skillsets from industries like
our steelworks are dying out, so we have
to look to the future.
“That future will come from a green
revolution.”
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Maintaining the
personal touch
While many businesses have reined in their
ambitions during the COVID-19 pandemic,
Armstrong Watson has continued to grow
its presence in Newcastle with new client
wins, additions to its team and a new
office. Here, partner Chris McCourt tells
North East Times about the firm’s ongoing
ambitions and why its culture enables it to
stand out in the marketplace.
@ArmstrongWatson
Chris.McCourt@armstrongwatson.co.uk
www.armstrongwatson.co.uk

HAVING GROWN OVER THE PAST 150 YEARS FROM
its Cumbrian headquarters to have 16 regional offices
across the North of England and Scotland, Newcastle
is the most recent addition to Armstrong Watson’s
geographical portfolio.
And since opening in the city in July 2018, rapidly
building both its client list and headcount since that
time, the business has recently expanded out of its
initial site and into new sizeable premises in City
Quadrant, chosen to accommodate the continuing
ambitions of the business.
Corporate finance partner Chris McCourt, who
joined the firm in 2019 to lead the development of its
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Newcastle office, immediately realised its potential.
“When I joined, my first job was to find a bigger
premises for us, we were already bursting at the seams
in our little office on the Quayside,” he recalls.
“We found our new office earlier in the year and
then moved in during lockdown. Our Newcastle team
is ten-strong, so with 1100sq ft there is a lot of space,
but it’s quite useful at the moment in us being able to
safely return to the office as we have enough room to
accommodate the social distancing requirements.
“We have plenty of capacity to grow and can
accommodate up to 25 people, so this office will see
us through the next two or three years. We’ve got to
this point quicker than we thought, we’ve made new
appointments even during lockdown and we’re looking
to add further.”
With its roots in serving the North of England,
Armstrong Watson has become a deeply trusted name
over the course of generations across Cumbria and
North Yorkshire.
The firm – which offers a full range of accountancy,
audit and financial services, taking in corporate
finance, wealth management, payroll, forensic and
restructuring and insolvency work – has added to its
Northern UK footprint with moves into major cities
including Leeds and Glasgow, advising growing
numbers of SMEs and owner-managed businesses
across the region.
The decision to open in Newcastle was a bold move
for the business, with strong competition in the local
market, but the appointments of Chris and head of
tax Jim Meakin – both highly respected names in the
city’s professional services scene – helped it to make
in-roads.
“I think it’s important that if you’re advising clients in
Newcastle that you’re on the ground here. People like
to deal with someone local. While we’ve got an office
in Hexham, it’s not the same and we recognised that,”
says Chris, who worked with Big Four and independent
firms prior to joining Armstrong Watson, and was chief
operating officer with the North East England Chamber
of Commerce.
He continues: “We are a very established business
and brand, so we weren’t starting totally from scratch,
and had the support of the scale of Armstrong Watson
so we could hit the ground running.
“It’s important to be part of the professional scene in
Newcastle, too. You can be walking down Grey Street
and you’ll bump into the bank manager of the client
you’re advising or you’ll already know who their lawyers
are. That can only come through being physically on
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the ground and part of the city.
“Newcastle is, of course, a great place to be, and
we’re keen to build relationships further.”
While the continuing economic uncertainty has
hampered the expansion ambitions of many businesses,
Armstrong Watson is not one of them. Throughout the
pandemic, the firm’s hold in the Newcastle market has
continued to develop. As well as adding to their team,
the firm has won new work.
During such a turbulent time for so many businesses,
Chris believes Armstrong Watson’s commitment to
delivering the firm’s values – trust, honesty, passion
and humanity – coupled with its proactive approach to
interacting with people remotely, is at the core of its
success.
“These past six months have probably been the busiest
I’ve been in the last ten years,” says Chris.
“The issues raised by the pandemic have forced many
business owners to make decisions, and look for advice

Chris McCourt
-

Chris joined
Armstrong
Watson in 2019
to lead the
development of
its Newcastle
office. He
oversaw its move
to larger premises
in City Quadrant
earlier this year.

and support, and that’s why it’s so important to be visible.
“I think our approach of picking up the phone to
people and showing them they are important to us has
made a difference. We have won clients for that exact
reason. Their existing accountant just wasn’t answering
the phone, and during such difficult times, it’s more
important than ever for your clients to know you’re
there.
“We’ve been really keen to get on the front foot and
be proactive, to let people know what’s going on, and
our webinars, which we started running very early into
lockdown, have been really well received.
“It’s also about building relationships and not trying
to turn everything into a fee straight away. We want to
invest the time to get to know people and understand
their businesses, and picking up the phone and
speaking to them is a big part of that.
“We’d much prefer to meet them in person, and
speaking to someone over Zoom or Teams isn’t the
same, but we have always made sure our clients know
we are here to support them, and we know that has
been appreciated.”
That approach is fundamental to the Armstrong
Watson brand, says Chris, with the business priding
itself on the fact it is one of the biggest and most
capable accountancy firms in the UK, but retaining the
personal touch which is so welcomed by its clients.
“At Armstrong Watson we really take the time to
build deep relationships with our clients, and recognise
that is essential if we are to be a critical friend and add
value to their business. For us, it’s about giving the right
advice at the right time, right through the life cycle of
a business – whether it’s helping someone with how to
put together their first set of accounts, or supporting
a business owner with their exit, we have very capable
people here who will do that and ensure their clients
get a great service.”
The firm’s ethos and commitment to its people is
also an important factor in its reputation and service
delivery, Chris believes.
“I think while a lot of businesses talk about having
a people-focused culture and being a great place
to work, they don’t always follow that through into
practice, but at Armstrong Watson, it couldn’t be more
different,” he adds.
“In the first meeting with potential employees, we’ll
give them our Culture Book, which sets out what we’re
about, and that is evident through the whole business.
It’s a very good place to be and we have a great team.
“If our people are happy, then that will flow through to
the experience our clients get.”
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Carpe Diem – the cloud
imperative is here!
Says Allan King, managing director of the UK
Advanced Technology Centre at Accenture.
@AccentureUK
www.linkedin.com/in/allangking
www.accenture.com

Accenture
-

Accenture
is a global
professional
services company
with leading
capabilities in
digital, cloud and
security.
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IN JANUARY 2020, ACCENTURE DECLARED THAT
the decade of delivering on the promise of digital had
begun; as the world’s leading companies recognised
that digital business, underpinned by exponential
technology advances, was now core to their success.
Then COVID-19 changed everything. Billions of
people around the world changed their behaviour as
more and more services moved online.
In response, companies started to build the
capabilities they wish they had invested in before: to be
more digital and more in the cloud.
For example, retailers that used traditional
technology to support their online channel started to
experience downtime as their technology struggled to
handle the dramatic increase in traffic.
In contrast, cloud-hosted solutions are highly
scalable, so a sudden rise in traffic was less likely to
disrupt business. What was declared as a decade of
opportunity for digital transformation has become the
cloud imperative.
For most businesses, moving the majority of their
services to be cloud-enabled is a massive change that
requires bold new thinking.
To maximise the cloud’s benefit to the business,
there are a number of essential elements to consider.
First, migration cannot be a purely IT-driven exercise.
Those in other parts of the business need to be part
of the solution, understanding that cloud is a critical
enabler to business initiatives driving efficiency,
innovation and growth. You also need strong leadership
from the top to provide direction.
Second, to avoid getting stuck in a pattern of
experimentation, businesses should focus on realising
value. It’s not enough to say you migrated the majority
of services and think the job is done. A cloud strategy
needs a way of measuring the value to the business
that, in turn, helps you make the business case and
define the cloud target state. This is vital because, from

a business perspective, migration can look like a lot of
effort for little return. You need to spell out the future
value and transformation potential for each application,
clearly justifying how the business will benefit from the
migration.
Lastly, thoughtful sequencing and prioritisation of
low hanging fruit can then help fund more complex
migrations. This is a more sophisticated task than
simply asking, ‘what takes out the most cost?’
Businesses must weigh cost savings against a range of
other factors; application complexity, legacy needs,
data-location and compliance requirements.
For most businesses, getting sales and productivity
back on track is the most critical COVID-19 action. But,
understanding how migrating to the cloud should be
enacted is becoming more crucial for survival, and not
just that – if done successfully, it can be a catalyst for
future innovation and growth. It can help a business to
continually reinvent itself, and quickly adapt in line with
changing customer needs.
What’s more, Accenture has found that a focused
approach on cloud migration can reduce global CO2
emissions by 59 million tons per year, which equates
to taking 22 million cars off the road. Companies have
historically driven financial, security and agility benefits
through cloud, but sustainability is also becoming an
imperative.
Accenture recently announced the formation of
Accenture Cloud First, with a $3 billion investment over
three years to help clients across all industries rapidly
become ‘cloud-first’ businesses and accelerate their
digital transformation to realise greater value at speed
and scale.
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Powering through COVID-19
Managed IT service provider razorblue increases headcount
by 20 per cent since the start of lockdown.
@razorbluegroup
www.razorblue.com

DUE TO BUSINESSES INCREASING THEIR
investment in IT throughout the pandemic, paired with
some companies being let down by other suppliers,
demand for razorblue’s wide-ranging portfolio of
services remains high.
To meet growing demands, razorblue continues to
expand its team on a nationwide scale.
The firm – which works with a growing number of
clients on Aycliffe Business Park, including Stiller, Finley
Structures and UTC South Durham – has continued to
recruit throughout lockdown, adding new roles rather
than replacing them.
The team headcount is now approaching the 100
mark, with 22 new starters since March and more
vacancies in the pipeline.
CEO Dan Kitchen says: “New roles continue to be
added across the business, from our service desk to
senior management, marketing and new business team,
account management and software developers.
“It’s fantastic that we can continue bringing people
into the team through a difficult period, especially
as a number of our recruits were potentially facing
redundancy.
“We also continue to welcome new apprentices to
the team.”
Believing that there is a huge pool of talent in the
area, razorblue want to promote the North East as a
place for young people to pursue their careers.
Dan continues: “Technology is a fast-paced and
exciting industry to be involved in. We think it is
important to support young people in the early stages
of their career and have several team members who
have progressed to senior managerial roles with us
since starting their apprenticeship.”
Earlier this year razorblue invested more than
£600,000 in its new head office in Catterick.
“Our new purpose-built headquarters gives us
twice as much space as we had before, allowing us to
expand the team and host more customer events and
demonstrations,” says Dan.
The firm has also recently acquired new office space

Dan Kitchen
-

razorblue has
come a long way
since 17-year-old
entrepreneur
Dan left college
and started the
business.

in Edinburgh, which has expanded reach into Scotland
bringing the total offices to seven with bases in
Wynyard, Newcastle, Manchester, Leeds and London.
razorblue specialises in managed IT, security services,
super-fast connectivity, cloud and hosting and business
software solutions across a broad range of industries.
Due to the nature of the business, the firm
experienced a peak in demand for support with homeworking solutions.
Dan continues: “We were already accustomed to
very agile working practices – so while we haven’t
learned anything groundbreaking, some of our clients
have.”
With uncertainties about the future economic
climate, business owners are now focusing on survival
through improving efficiencies.
“The forced shift towards a more digital working
environment has opened the eyes of many business
owners who now acknowledge that through investing
in IT services, productivity and profitability levels can
be enhanced,” razorblue’s CEO adds.
“Tech, in general, allows businesses to gain
efficiencies over their competitors and grow their
market share, which is going to become ever more
important in an economy that’s contracting, rather than
growing.
“We are working closely with our clients and doing
everything in our power to help secure the future of
their businesses and support them through this period.”
The future of razorblue certainly looks bright with
plans to continue expanding its nationwide coverage
and adding more products and services to its current
offering.
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Flexibility is the key to
North East BIC
The COVID-19 pandemic is promising to
change the way we work, but the North East
Business and Innovation Centre (BIC) is well
prepared to service its tenants for whatever
flexible workspace and support they’ll need
in the future.
@northeastbic
www.ne-bic.co.uk

North East BIC
-

The North East
Business and
Innovation Centre
(BIC) provides
office space and
tailored business
support at its
three sites –
North East BIC
Sunderland,
Business Central
Darlington
and The Hub
Washington.
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LIKE ALL BUSINESSES, THE NORTH EAST BUSINESS
and Innovation Centre (BIC) faced unprecedented
challenges when the UK went into full lockdown on
March 23. But the team across the organisation’s three
sites – in Sunderland, Darlington and Washington
– adapted quickly and continued to provide muchneeded guidance and support to its tenants.
“About two-thirds of staff worked from home while
the other third worked on a rota basis to ensure the
BIC centres could remain open, tenants and their
employees had access to their workplaces, and all
our support services continued,” CEO Paul McEldon
reveals.
This support proved wide-ranging and included
keeping tenants up-to-date with funding, providing
free storage space to those companies that needed
to house excess stock, and lobbying local councils for
discretionary support for those individual tenants that
were excluded from the Small Business Grants.
“We received many emails from companies thanking
us for lobbying on their behalf,” Paul adds.
As we moved further into the crisis, the BIC
continued to support its tenants with a range of
remote business services. And as restrictions changed,
extensive COVID-19 secure measures were put in
place at the BIC’s three sites to keep tenants safe and
productive.
Since the summer months, the North East BIC even
helped five tenants move into larger premises and
it saw a dramatic rise in enquiries for its co-working
space – known as Open Space.
“Individuals reported that they were experiencing
‘cabin fever’ and wanted to return to a safe workplace
with more of a community business feel,” Paul
explains.

There is now much debate around the future of
the workplace with a recent report by Cushman &
Wakefield predicting that the COVID-19 pandemic will
herald a new ‘total workplace ecosystem’ comprising
‘a variety of workplaces in different locations to
support convenience, function and well-being’.
Paul and the North East BIC team are confident
that their sites at North East BIC Sunderland, Business
Central Darlington and The Hub Washington can
provide local and flexible workplaces for businesses
and their employees as both adjust to the ‘new
normal’.
“A ‘hub and spoke’ model can satisfy the need for
physical distancing in the workplace and the very real
problem that staff can’t, or don’t want to, travel to
their place of work in city centres,” Paul explains.
“The BIC system is built around flexibility and can
provide a company’s employees with more choice to
select the best workplace for the tasks they need to
complete, closer to home.”
The CEO continues: “Our sites also offer the ability
for companies to grow space-wise at a pace that suits
them. The ability to downsize and upsize without the
hassle will be a major plus point moving forward.
“We also have the tech infrastructure to welcome
tenants of all shapes and sizes, from individuals
looking for co-working space up to corporate teams
wanting an adaptable model that bends effectively to
business needs and requirements.
“We have been offering spaces that fulfil our tenants’
needs for the past 25 years, and if there was ever a time
for flexible and convenient workspace, it’s now.”

Testimonials from tenants
“I returned to the BIC’s co-working facility Open
Space in early July to escape the kids and other
distractions when working from home. I also felt
comfortable with the solutions and restrictions
the BIC had put in place to allow Open Space
and the wider BIC building to be used safely.”
- Simon Hurley, Cytec Solutions

Commercial property_
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“Business Central is a key part of our business;
it’s our home. We do work remotely, which is
great, but we missed our office during lockdown.
“It is important for us to have a space to get
those ideas flowing and our base at Business
Central is essential. We have got some
ambitious plans and it is the perfect setting for
us moving forward.”
- Adam Walker, Hubspoke Marketing Ltd
“We are delighted to have many tenants at the
BIC as long-term clients and there is a real buzz
and community feel, which is infectious.”
- Kate Allison, Insure Business Services Ltd
“I returned to Open Space as I’m most
productive in an office environment rather than
working from home, and I’m happy with the
COVID-19 measures, which allow me to work
safely.”
- Paul Anderson
“I signed my lease with the North East BIC on
March 19 2020, four days before lockdown. The
staff have been amazing, and I believe it was
the best business decision I’ve ever made. I felt
100 per cent supported by everyone from the
beginning.”
- Beverley Ashton, River View Clinic
“While we’ve introduced remote working, we’ve
also moved to a larger office to enable us to
introduce safe distancing measures to ensure
the safety of our staff who do come to the office.
The North East BIC is a great office space with
business advice, support, and a community of
like-minded people.”
- Will Fatherley, ProFire Safety
“I feel very lucky to rent an office at Business
Central in Darlington as the staff there made
sure we knew what was happening with regular
email updates about the procedures that would
be in place within the building so we knew what
to expect when we came back.”
- Hilary Bevan, Bevan VAT Consultancy Ltd

Pictured:
Paul McEldon, chief
executive, North
East BIC

“The BIC has helped us with press releases and
encouraged and supported us with awards.
All of this helps us to get our message out and
to encourage people to speak as freely about
mental health as we do about physical health.”
- Tracy Woodhouse, Breakfree Counselling
Service
“We moved to the North East BIC in 2017 and
the team has been with us every step of the way.
There’s nowhere we’d rather be. The location is
perfect. It’s easy to get to, there’s no traffic or
parking to battle with, the riverside spot is nice,
and it’s great to be near the sea when overseas
visitors come to stay.”
- Andrew Lowes, Yusen Logistics (UK).
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Taking care of business
With a hat trick of glowing endorsements
from independent reviews just in, managing
partner Jason Wainwright reflects on client
feedback, COVID-19 and prioritising mental
and physical wellbeing at Muckle LLP.
@MuckleLLP
www.muckle-llp.com

NORTH EAST COMMERCIAL LAW FIRM, MUCKLE
LLP, has just received a flurry of independent ratings
and feedback hailing the quality of its service.
The UK’s leading legal directories found the firm
to be industry leading in a host of legal services,
after comparing law firms in the region based on
independent research and thousands of client
interviews.
Muckle improved or maintained its rankings in almost
every area assessed by both Legal 500 and Chambers &
Partners, which published their findings last month. The
firm also has more recommended lawyers, singled out
as specialists in their field, than ever before.
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The news followed results of another independent
survey, this time commissioned by Muckle, which
scored its service at over 9/10 on average, based on 100
client responses.
Jason Wainwright, Muckle managing partner, says:
“We are here to help so it is especially pleasing to
know that our work is making a difference and we’re
delighted with these results.
“We’re also immensely grateful to our clients and
contacts for all their kind comments, which have been a
welcome boost, particularly to our people’s confidence
and mental wellbeing. We have continued to push our
service agenda during the pandemic and this has clearly
paid dividends.”
Across all three surveys, clients praised the firm’s
‘open, honest and transparent’ approach. Others
described Muckle as ‘forward-thinking’ and ‘businessminded’.
The results reflect the law firm’s resilience to the
challenges of COVID-19, thanks largely to its agile
technology and culture, unusual within the sector. Yet,
despite having the capability to work from any location,
the pandemic has presented other challenges.
“Overnight, we went from giving clients tours of our
newly refurbished offices in Newcastle city centre, to
servicing their needs from home.
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But that was the easy part,” says Jason.
“We knew we could support clients just as well
and efficiently by working remotely, because of the
significant time and money we had already invested in
making Muckle as agile as possible.
“It has been a four-year transition, delivered in
consultation with our people throughout. The last leg of
our journey completed late in 2019 when we unveiled
our agile office refit. Through this, we have done
away with fixed desks and ‘office rules’ and reinforced
the established notion that our people are free to be
themselves and work from wherever it suits them and
their clients best, in and out of the office.
“That’s not typical of most law firms. It’s a very
traditional profession and we were lucky to have
delivered our IT and cultural transformation by the time
COVID-19 developed. We were well prepared and even
better equipped, but we were far from certain about
what the future held.

“The UK’s leading legal directories
found the firm to be industry
leading in a host of legal services,
after comparing law firms in the
region based on independent
research and thousands of client
interviews”

remotely occasionally, to working from home
constantly. And just when we had begun returning to
the office on a limited basis, government guidance has
changed and we’re all back to working from home.
“Again, our service hasn’t been affected, but it’s a
bitter pill to swallow, particularly for those of us who
thrive on interaction. The quirky little Zoom post-work
drinks and quizzes were novel and popular, but they
don’t compare to the sense of bon ami and camaraderie
you get from physically meeting someone face-to-face.
“We’re fortunate to have a very supportive culture at
Muckle. Our mental health wellbeing team, made up
of people in the firm who’ve been trained to support
others’ mental health needs, work hard to make
themselves available for frequent one-to-one checkins. We’re also putting senior managers through the
training, myself included, so we can be more useful
whenever our people need support.
“It really goes back to us adapting and continuing to
be the best version of ourselves, come what may.
“The pandemic may evolve. Government advice
may change. Restrictions may tighten. But we will
continue to be here, helping North East businesses to
do business as we’ve always done. It’s our passion – our
purpose. It’s what we do best and our people have risen
to the challenge.”

Jason
Wainwright
-

Jason was
appointed
managing partner
at Muckle LLP in
May 2005.

“What about the economy? What about work levels?
What about business development? We were relying
on the strength of client and contact relationships,
our ability to respond to client needs quickly and the
willingness of our people to pull together.
“So far, that’s worked very well and we’ve continued
to adapt our approach, tailoring it to suit the kind of
support businesses need at the moment. That’s borne
out in our latest messaging – ‘#LetsDoBusiness’.
Jason continues: “Working with a lot of new clients,
as well as our existing loyal client base, we’ve seen
so many resilient and innovative businesses that have
adapted so well, particularly in the North East, and
we’re always 100 per cent focused on finding a way to
do business.
“It might mean being more creative, proactive or
reactive, but we’re comfortable with that. It’s what we
are good at.
“What is now becoming more of a focus is our
people’s mental wellbeing. We’ve gone from working
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Home Group develops
talent for tomorrow

@gatesheadcoll
employers@gateshead.ac.uk
www.gateshead.ac.uk

the college and Home Group to select candidates for
interview and those not chosen still benefitted from
being involved in the process by gaining experience
and qualifications that strengthened their skillset for
future employment opportunities.
For the Home Group apprenticeship, a group of 27
apprentices from across Tyne and Wear joined the
weeklong bootcamp, where they completed modules
and were assessed in key competencies related to the
requirements of the role. Out of the 27 apprentices that
completed the course, 19 passed and two candidates
were put forward for the position and interviewed

AS A NOT-FOR-PROFIT ORGANISATION, HOME
Group puts social responsibility high on the agenda,
so when they were looking to recruit a new apprentice
they were keen to not only get the right candidate but
also support the other applicants with their own skills
development.
The college developed a bespoke data analyst
apprenticeship, which was exactly what the Home
Group needed, but then went a step further –
designing a bootcamp to support them to find the
perfect candidate.
The week-long bootcamp provided an opportunity
for each shortlisted candidate to complete workshops
and gain recognised qualifications. This process helped

by Home Group’s recruitment team. This led to the
appointment of Dan Nicholson, 20 who is now settling
into his apprenticeship.
Stuart Campbell, employability manager at Home
Group, reflects: “The way of work is rapidly changing
and although the pandemic has been tough for
everyone, it’s made many organisations readdress their
approach to employee development and how to ensure
their workforce is equipped with the right skills to
succeed.
“Community is a big part of our ethos and it’s
important to us that whatever we do helps the local
communities we serve. When we discussed our
recruitment requirements with Gateshead College, we
were very impressed with their suggested approach.
“The whole team at the college completely

A major North East social enterprise has
been working in partnership with Gateshead
College to create an innovative approach to
the development of local talent.
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Dan Nicholson, 20, apprentice data
analyst, Home Group
Explain your role at Home Group
I’m an apprentice data analyst within the data
development team at Home Group. It involves
analysing a high volume of data to create
presentable and readable reports for other
departments within the organisation to enable
them to make informed business decisions.
What’s the best thing about being an
apprentice?
Gaining real work experience while learning
and studying towards qualifications. I think
it’s a much better way of working and I’m
getting a really good handle on how a business
environment typically operates. It’s great to
receive a lot of support too from my colleagues
and also my teacher at Gateshead College, who
is always in touch to see how I’m doing.
What did you like about the process involved
in securing the role you have now?
The bootcamp style approach was so refreshing
as it gave me an opportunity to develop my
employment skills, even if I hadn’t secured the
role I have now, which was highly motivating
and rewarding. I also enjoyed how the tasks
we were given to test our ability for the job
were relevant to Home Group and how the
organisation works. It was really interactive and
engaging. I definitely developed new skills that I
use now in my data analyst role.
How is learning remotely?
I enjoy it because I am very used to independent
learning. Before the pandemic, I often learnt
remotely, anyway. In my opinion, it plays a big
role in the future of learning at school or college
and at work too. I started this role remotely
and it hasn’t negatively impacted on how I have
settled into my job or my studies. I’m able to
connect with colleagues and my tutor as and
when needed. My day wouldn’t be the same
without Microsoft Teams.

understood our position and what we wanted to
achieve. It wasn’t just about hiring an apprentice; it was
more about equipping a group of young people with
lifelong skills that will enhance their development and
chances in the workplace.
“They were very proactive and genuinely wanted to
work closely with us to support the organisation and
our wider aims.
“Not only did the bespoke approach ensure that
we found the right apprentice for the role, but it also
gave the other candidates a real opportunity to secure
relevant qualifications – equipping them with the
confidence and skills they need to secure future job
opportunities.”
Phil O’Neil, head of digital technology and business
at Gateshead College, says: “Apprenticeships are vital
to ensuring talented people are equipped with workready skills to succeed in the workplace.
“The workplace is shifting so it’s important that our
apprenticeships adapt too, to continue meeting the
needs of North East organisations and the communities
they serve.
“This innovative approach to the development of
young people and their career opportunities is the
way forward, helping businesses with an appropriate
recruitment strategy but also ensuring the development
of all candidates who get involved in the process.
“Even if they don’t secure a specific apprenticeship
with a particular employer, they can walk away from
the bootcamp course knowing that they now possess
skills and qualifications that they didn’t before,
strengthening their future chances of securing a job.”

Gateshead
College
-

Gateshead
College can work
directly with
employers to
create bespoke
apprenticeships
programmes that
meet their skills
needs.
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Ouseburn Tyneside’s social and
creative capital

The Ouseburn Valley has grown to become one of the most visited and most forwardthinking places in the North East. Over the last two decades, it’s been transformed
from a post-industrial wasteland into a vibrant, cultural oasis packed full of exciting
businesses and superb independent cafes, restaurants, bars and pubs. It personifies the
journey that Newcastle has been on since the winding down of old industry in the
1980s and the growth of the creative industries in the years since.When the miners
moved out, the musicians moved in. To be an Ouseburn business today means to belong
to a close-knit community of creative minds, which together form a stunningly diverse
micro-economy. Drawing the lion’s share of its revenues from visitors, the valley is a
place where you can see the full effects of the coronavirus pandemic laid bare.
Here, five Ouseburn-based businesses discuss what it means to call the valley home and
what the post-COVID 19 future holds for this dynamic creative quarter.

Words by Richard Dawson
Photography by Christopher Owens
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Bumbl
www.wearebumbl.co.uk

Based in the Toffee Factory at the Quayside end of the Ouseburn Valley, Bumbl is a digital marketing
agency specialising in creative design, social media, paid search and branding. It counts 7 Of The Best,
Angry Birds Adventure Golf and Jesmond Dene House among its clients.

What makes the Ouseburn Valley such an attractive and exciting place to live, work and play?
“Ouseburn is just a stone’s throw from the city, and yet it is so wonderfully full of charm and individuality.
There are so many great things to do and places to visit, from fantastic little eateries and bars to an
equestrian centre and farm. It doesn’t really get more unique than that. And that’s what’s so great about
the valley – it fosters creativity across all aspects of life.”
Lois Bell, creative director.
43

Report photo story
Creative_Ouseburn

Cook House is the progeny of architect turned food writer turned award-winning restauranteur, Anna
Hedworth. Focussed on quality and provenance, this casual all-day dining delight serves up some of
the best food in the region from its stunningly designed HQ in the heart of the valley.

Cook House
www.cookhouse.org

How does being based in the Ouseburn Valley benefit your business?
“We have so much space compared to a city centre restaurant, a huge terrace, views of the valley, space
to sit outside, space for customers to park, go for a drink after dinner, a trip to the farm before lunch; it
affords people a whole day out, it is a destination in itself.”
Anna Hedworth, chef and proprietor.
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Seven Stories
www.sevenstories.org.uk

The national centre for children’s books, Seven Stories can be found in a converted Victorian
warehouse on Lime Street. Its mission is to inspire a love of reading across generations and it boasts
the only collection in the world dedicated to telling the story of British children’s literature from the
1930s to the present day.

How has your business been affected by the coronavirus pandemic?
“As with every other business, we’ve had to adapt quickly to ever-changing circumstances to ensure that
the important work we do continues. We closed our building in March and subsequently explored new
ways to deliver our programme. With every challenge there is opportunity for growth, and we are using
this crisis to test new programmes, to challenge our old ways of delivery and to revise accordingly. I’m
lucky to work with such determined and creative people who are making these things happen every day.”
John Coburn, creative director.
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A working farm since 1976, Ouseburn Farm is a vibrant green oasis situated beneath the Ouseburn
Viaduct and Byker Bridge. It provides work experience and friendship for vulnerable people and
teaches children and young people to look after their environment.

Ouseburn Farm
www.ouseburnfarm.org.uk

What do you love most about this thriving creative and cultural quarter?
“The spontaneity. Every day is different when you have such a mix of creative people and organisations
on your doorstep. There are always new initiatives and events to get involved with and new ways of
working together.”
Hugh Stolliday, farm business manager.

46

Report photo story
Creative_Ouseburn

Tyne Bar
www.thetyne.com

One of Tyneside’s best-loved independent pubs and live music venues, the Tyne Bar is viewed by many
to be the gateway to the Ouseburn, encapsulating much of what the valley is all about. It’s a local
favourite and on a sunny day plays host to huge crowds lined up underneath the
Glasshouse Bridge.

What do you think the future holds for the Ouseburn Valley, post-COVID 19?
“COVID-19 is merely a blip in the long and glorious history of Ouseburn. Tyne Bar has been here for 26
years now, and we’ve seen the valley grow and develop into an internationally famous hub of arts, music
and hospitality. And it will take more than a pandemic to stop that momentum!”
Hollie Carr, manager.
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A future without culture

Words by Richard Dawson
Photography by Christopher Owens

a tipping point for creativity

Feature
Hannah Matterson_

It’s fitting that the talent development arm of North
East creative industries organisation Generator should
be called Tipping Point. As scores of music venues,
theatres, galleries and thousands of artists, musicians
and performers face financial ruin, the Government’s
answer seems to be for them to try something else.
Having grown up with music as a constant in her life,
Generator CEO Hannah Matterson is working to stop
the crisis in the creative industries tipping us into
a cultureless future. As she tells Richard Dawson,
the value of culture is immeasurable, if only those in
power would realise it.
4Rethink. Reskill. Reboot. The slogan
from the Government’s 2019 CyberFirst
campaign, which began recirculating on
social media last month.
It depicted Fatima, a professional ballet
dancer, stating that her next career could
be in cyber, she just didn’t know it yet.
Perhaps what the team behind the crass
advertising campaign didn’t know yet was
just how tremendously it would backfire,
drawing criticism from just about
everywhere as both the Culture Secretary
and 10 Downing Street moved to distance
themselves from it.
The advert has become a metaphor
for the idea that people working in the
creative industries, who find themselves
out of work due to the coronavirus
pandemic, should simply retrain because
their jobs are no longer viable.
Chancellor Rishi Sunak has strongly
rebuked this is his rationale, but the
Treasury’s support for the embattled
arts and cultures leaves few alternative
conclusions to be drawn.
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Can you imagine a future without
culture?
“Culture touches every single person in
multiple different ways, every single day,”
Hannah, who became CEO of Generator
in April 2020, answers. “If you take that
away, what are you doing with your life?
“I think the Government has
underestimated the value of culture

There seems to be a perception in
Whitehall that the creative industries
are something of a luxury, rather than a
globally-renowned, multi-billion pound
ecosystem, which generates serious
income for the Exchequer and makes
Britain a cultural superpower in the world.
Those working creative jobs should
count themselves lucky and should now
readily accept that careers they’ve spent
many years cultivating have no future,
even though the pandemic will come to
an end eventually.
“I think there’s been a real lack of
understanding from the Government
around the creative industries,” says
Generator’s new CEO Hannah Matterson,
who adds her voice to the growing
discontent towards the present situation.
“The notion of trying to get people to
retrain into something different is so out
of touch with how people, particularly
in music, have gotten to where they are
now.”
Creative jobs have not disappeared;
they are merely in a state of suspension
due to the pandemic and the crippling
social distancing restrictions induced to
get it under control.
If a viable job is defined as one which
will continue to have a place in the postCOVID 19 world, then there’s a simple
question we can ask here.
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and the extent to which its work is
appreciated.”
A tipping point is defined as the
point at which a series of small changes
become significant enough to cause
a larger, structural change, which is
typically much more difficult to reverse.
We could now be at a critical point
where the chaos wrought on the
creative industries by the pandemic will
permanently change our culture and
the means by which it is created and
disseminated.
Hannah explains: “I am concerned that
in 6, 12 or 18 months, many artists, many
creative practitioners and many venues
will be lost because there wasn’t that
support in place to enable them to adapt.”
Will 2020 be the year that our most
cherished arts institutions disappear? Will
it be the year that a whole generation of
musicians, artists, writers and filmmakers
decide not to pursue their dreams?
As someone who has grown up loving
music in all its forms, Hannah is investing
all her energies tipping the balance away
from this cultureless destiny.
The new boss of the UK’s leading
music talent development agency has a
mountain to climb, but it’s a fight she’s
spent her whole life preparing for.
Born and raised in Sunderland, Hannah
vividly remembers sneaking into pubs and
bars to go and see local bands like The
Futureheads, who rose to fame with an
iconic version of Kate Bush’s ‘Hounds of
Love’ in the early 2000s.
Her musical education continued at
sixth form, where she recalls sitting in the

common room listening to Bob Dylan, The
Beatles, The Beach Boys and Nick Drake
among others.
Although her passion for music was
clear, a lack of understanding about
where she could take it saw Hannah go
on to study geography at Northumbria
University.
“I don’t think anyone ever told me that
music was something I could work in,”
she adds.
A dissertation investigating the
economic and social development of
the creative industries later, and Hannah
realised that she could indeed follow
her passion, if only the right opportunity
presented itself.
The Bunker is considered to be the
heart of music in Sunderland, an archaic,
lightless rehearsal space and recording
studio for the city’s up-and-coming artists
and musicians.
Hannah says: “The Bunker was my first
proper job in music, and it was great.
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“I really cut my teeth there, got to know
the right people and got to understand
the value of community music.
“There were only two windows in the
office and the roof leaked, but it had so
much history attached to it.”
After a couple of years of light
deprivation and loud teenage bands,
Hannah decided to get into fundraising
and found a great opportunity with the
MAC Trust, which was launched in 2012
to develop more creative and cultural
opportunities on Wearside.
The young fundraising and events
development officer was then seconded
into working on Sunderland’s bid to
become City of Culture for 2021.
“It was such an amazing time because it

was everything that I cared about,” says
Hannah.
She recalls the fraught experience of
trying to get a six-foot light sculpture into
the Houses of Parliament for an event in
Westminster Hall.
A van carrying the florescent
Sunderland S was stopped at the entrance
to Scotland Yard due to confusion over
paperwork, meaning Hannah had to
charge out of Parliament, through its
extensive security system and run to
Scotland Yard to beg the guards to let the
van in.
She succeeded with minutes to spare.
“There was a point where I thought I don’t
ever want to go through this again,” she
admits. “But there was something about

being a Sunderland lass and doing this
thing that I love for the city I’m from.”
When Coventry triumphed over
Sunderland to win the City of Culture
accolade, Hannah found it very difficult to
process having dedicated three years of
her life to the project.
She ended up moving to Manchester
to take up a very different role at the
metropolitan university as an innovation
partnerships bid developer.
Working on knowledge transfer
partnerships with Innovate UK, the
Northumbria graduate gained exposure to
a wide variety of sectors in which digital
industrial strategy was being deployed,
standing her in good stead for the
Generator job, which was her next move.

“I had met Jim (Mawdsley, Generator’s
previous CEO) loads of times and I then
saw that he was leaving, but I had no
intention of coming back to the North
East at the time.
“However, I kept seeing the job
advertised and thinking, ‘I’ve got to go for
this’.”
A combination of local music pedigree,
fundraising and partnerships experience
and recent knowledge of the innovation
and digital economy made Hannah the
perfect candidate and she was appointed
as CEO of Generator.
As a woman under 30 stepping into
the shoes of someone who’d been in the
role for 20 years, it felt like the pressure
was on even before the pandemic got
underway.
Hannah started at the height of
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Hannah Matterson,
CEO of Generator
@GeneratorNE
www.generator.org.uk

lockdown and didn’t meet the team in
person for three and a half months.
That being said, Generator still
managed to adapt all of its programmes
to online delivery, with the exception
of the Tipping Point Live music festival,
which was cancelled this summer.
Now having been in post for seven
very challenging months, Hannah sees
Generator’s role as being a facilitator of
learning and adaptation for the region’s
outstandingly talented artists and
musicians.
“We want to offer the right kind of
knowledge, expertise and help that’s
important to artists right now,” she says.
“We can’t be complacent because it’s
changing so quickly.
“We’ve got to work with partners
across the UK to make sure that talent

development offers are strong and can
enable all artists to get their music out
there.
“It’s crucial that people who are really
struggling can see a way to make their
career work.”
Generator has also been doing a lot of
work internally to develop its community
of creative industries, digital businesses,
Digital Union, and figure out what its
purpose is moving forward.
Hannah is keen that it not just be
another regional digital business network
but one that really provides value for
those working with a creative focus.
Another big development is the
appointment of Generator’s first Youth
Advisory Board (YAB), an initiative
which Hannah hopes will enable the
organisation to be more accountable and

representative of the people it works with.
“A large proportion of our key audience
is aged between 20 and 30,” she explains,
“and the YAB is the best way of engaging
these people.”
The YAB also allows young people to be
in positions of leadership, while providing
fresh perspective and enthusiasm on how
best the creative industries can move
forward together.
Hannah adds: “They’re resilient, they’re
active, they’re vocal, they’re not scared
of anything and what I want to do as an
organisation is harness a bit of that.”
If our culture is to survive this tipping
point for the creative industries, it will
take the resilience and enthusiasm of the
next generation and the experience and
fortitude of the last all coming together
and singing the same tune.
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Cutting through the
politics of a business
Things could have turned out very
differently for Kim Davis, who grew
up thinking she’d go into accountancy
before discovering a passion for rigorous,
independent market research. Now
managing director of Explain Market
Research, Kim tells Richard Dawson how
she got there, how the business is moving
forward following an MBO last year and
everything that’s happened since then.
www.explainresearch.co.uk
@KimExplain

Kim Davis
-

Managing
director Kim
completed a
management
buyout of Explain
in 2019, with
Emma Hopkins,
Becca Crinson
and Holly ShielRedfern.
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KIM DAVIS COMPLETED A MANAGEMENT BUYOUT
of Explain Market Research (Explain) from the founder
David Shiel in December 2019 together with three other
company directors, creating an all-female management
team with vast experience in the industry.
What Emma Hopkins, Becca Crinson and Holly ShielRedfern – and Kim – could not have known when they
took the helm of the Newcastle-based market research
agency last year is what was coming down the track
just four months later.

Like all businesses, Explain has faced its fair share
of turbulence this year in light of the coronavirus
pandemic. But Kim is clear that the firm she joined
back in 1998 is weathering the storm.
She says: “Like all businesses, we would rather not
have faced what we’ve had to face this year, but that’s
why we are incredibly proud of what we have achieved.
“Given everything that’s been thrown at us, we’re still
here and we’re still strong.”
In fact, Explain’s long-term relationships with clients
such as Northumbrian Water, Newcastle Building
Society and Northern Powergrid have ensured that
each member of the 45-strong team has been retained
throughout the pandemic.
“We haven’t furloughed anybody, and we haven’t had
to lose anybody,” Kim adds.
That’s a big achievement during a period when
businesses of all shapes and sizes have seen their order
books and client lists diminish.
It probably has something to do with Kim’s longterm commitment to the business, having joined from
university when Explain’s headcount was just five.
Since day one, she’s been passionate about growing
the company and creating opportunities to fulfil her
ambitions.
The Northumbria University graduate actually started
out dreaming of a career in accountancy but while
doing her A-Levels decided to do business studies to
gain a broader knowledge of the business world.
“I’ve always had an affinity for numbers and, if
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you like numbers, accountancy is a bit of an obvious
choice,” she explains.
“Actually, my degree helped me rethink and realise it
probably wasn’t the right role for me.”
A marketing placement between studies allowed Kim
to consider the market research route, which is where
she found her home in business.
Market research is all about gathering information
using different methodologies that can be broken into
two categories.
Qualitative research is about investigating and
understanding people’s thoughts, feelings and
behaviours, and quantitative research is about
analysing the numbers behind those thoughts and
feelings.
“It’s the combination of the two that really gives you
the insights you need,” Kim explains.
Market research has become increasingly valuable in
recent years as a way of informing decision-making by
providing a rigorous evidence base.
The role of the researcher is to be given a set of
objectives, to go out and find the information relating
to those objectives and then to report back on the
findings.
“Whatever we find, we go back to the organisation
and tell them,” says Kim. “We have to deliver the good
news and the bad.”
This is a critical point because when market research
is done in-house, it’s often working towards the answer
a particular organisation wants to find, rather than
delivering true insight.
It’s therefore preferable to do research independently
because it is unbiased when presenting the findings –
cutting through the politics of a business.
Many of Explain’s clients work in regulated industries
where independent market research is a critical
business function that must be carried out regularly.
In recent years, there’s been a big push for these
companies to engage with their consumers continually,
and engagement is slightly different to research in the
sense that it’s a two-way conversation.
Kim explains: “It’s not just about what I want to ask
you; it’s also about what you want to tell me.”
Explain leads the way in the research and engagement
space and Kim sees this as being a major growth area
in the future.
Since taking over as managing director in 2012, Kim’s
approach to running the business has been to grow it in
line with the personal growth of the team.
As such, Explain has expanded steadily over the
years and it’s been that measured approach, which has

provided opportunities for career development while
also becoming a trusted partner in the marketplace.
Kim says: “We are absolutely trusted to deliver what we
say we’ll deliver, and we don’t let people down.
“In the last six months, it’s been those relationships
with clients making us the agency of choice that’s seen
us through.”
This year has been about consolidating Explain’s
position and finetuning the new management structure
following the management buyout.
Moving forward, the future is very much about
getting back on the growth path but in a way that
allows the company to retain everything. It’s about
trust, reliability and robust market research.
Kim’s advice to others looking to the future right now
is simple:
“Nobody’s perfect. Nobody’s brilliant at everything.
So, make the most of what you can do really well and
get help from others where you need more support.
“I think that kind of outlook allows Explain to excel.”
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Winning team takes shape as GiveToLocal
expansion gathers pace
Innovative community sport service GiveToLocal grows corporate relations team in line with
increased interest in game-changing regional and national partnerships.
@GiveToLocalUK
www.givetolocal.com/corporates

SPORTING SUCCESS IS SYNONYMOUS WITH A
strong team ethic. It’s no coincidence, therefore,
that GiveToLocal is assembling a focused group of
like-minded individuals capable of transforming the
community sport landscape.
“Most of us here follow sport fanatically,” admits
head of corporate relations, David Broom. “I play
sport, coach sport and would watch it 24/7 given half
a chance!
“Anyone who’s been in and around sport for any
length of time identifies certain qualities that are
common to sustained success.
“Strong leadership, dedicated support, drive and
ambition are things we all recognise as being central to
winning.
“But at the heart of it all is a strong team pushing in
the same direction.
“That’s what we’re trying to create at GiveToLocal.

From top to bottom we work together, as a team,
with one overall aim — to create a successful and
sustainable future for community sport.”
GiveToLocal is fast approaching its first anniversary
and a bold mission to back sport, boost business and
build networks is taking shape.
The North Tyneside-based national service aims
to drive an additional £10 million a year towards
community sport.
And GiveToLocal is now working with more than
55,000 teams across 15 sports in an effort to deliver
lasting, positive change at a time when the coronavirus
pandemic is threatening to undermine decades of
tangible progress.
David joined the organisation earlier this year to lead
the newly created corporate relations team.
And the enthusiastic Scot is assembling a roster built
to last.
“I’m in a very fortunate position where I’ve been
assured that my team will grow in line with the
organisation’s growth,” he adds.
“I’ve already taken on two new members of staff in
the last three months and the expectation is that I’ll be
overseeing a corporate relations team of 12 next year.
“James Rooney has just joined us as our corporate
relations manager and we appointed Mel Bullock as key
account executive in July.
“It feels like I’m building a strong core of committed
professionals but this is just the start. I’m already
scouting future members of the team!”
Glaswegian James joined GiveToLocal with a brief
to onboard national partners to a business network
capable of changing the face of community sport.
And the son of a former professional footballer can’t
wait to kick off the next chapter of a career rooted in
relationship management.
“I’m passionate about community sport and excited
about the opportunity to make a difference with
GiveToLocal,” says James.
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“And when it comes to enabling positive change and
creating a lasting legacy, I’m convinced that there’s no
better place to be.
“There’s a lot of talk around organisations pivoting
in the face of the coronavirus pandemic and taking
a proactive approach in a challenging environment.
GiveToLocal is doing exactly that.
“Community sport clubs need support more than
ever and it’s an extremely challenging time for players,
parents, coaches and volunteers.
“However, GiveToLocal has the enthusiasm, the
expertise and the technology to help those clubs look
forward to a brighter financial future.”
James, David and Mel are focused on building
a network of corporate partners committed to
supporting community sport.
It’s their common passion for sport that ensures a
talented team stays focused and keeps its eye on the
prize.
“As a team we work so well together,” adds Mel.
“It helps that we all recognise just how powerful
community sport can be and I’m passionate about what
we can achieve together.
“My nephew plays at the Newcastle Eagles
basketball academy and being part of a team brings out
the very best in him. Whenever he steps on court it’s
like he’s a different person.
“I’m excited to be a part of an organisation
which helps other young people flourish in similar
environments across the UK.”
Mel joined GiveToLocal following a successful stint
in recruitment and the move into corporate relationship
management has helped hone a developing skillset.
“As a recruitment consultant I learnt the value of
building relationships and nurturing networks,” she
adds.
“Establishing a level of trust and reliability cuts
across both sectors and I’ve been able to bring both to
my new role.
“I’m tasked with talking to national corporates who
share GiveToLocal’s belief that sport has the power to
do good.
“I love explaining the concept behind what we do
and the feedback is always hugely positive.
“The GiveToLocal name is still relatively new but it’s
becoming synonymous with supporting community
sport and that’s something our corporate partners can
relate to.”
David is delighted to have Mel as one of the first
names on his GiveToLocal team sheet and feels she can
excel in a demanding yet rewarding role.

“Mel has been thrown in at the deep end but she’s
adapted just fine,” adds David.
“She has a great rapport with the corporate
community and her passion for community sport is
infectious.
“When you listen to Mel explain the concept behind
GiveToLocal it’s impossible to feel anything other than
100 per cent enthusiasm.
“I’m fortunate to have James and Mel as part of
my team and I’m looking forward to finding out what
we can achieve together and how we can add to the
corporate relations dynamic in the coming weeks and

GiveToLocal
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partnership
opportunities
offer corporates
the chance to
align themselves
with a proven
service that can
positively impact
upon community
sports clubs
across the UK.

months.”
GiveToLocal’s national and regional partnership
opportunities offer corporates the chance to align
themselves with a proven service that can positively
impact upon community sport clubs across the UK.
And James is perfectly placed to underline the value
of those partnerships.
“I come from a working-class background in Glasgow
and my dream was to play golf professionally,” he adds.
“The support I received from the local community
and grassroots sport organisations enabled me to
pursue that dream and achieve a golf scholarship in
America.
“I am a product of community sport and an example
of the positive effect it can have on young people. Now
I have a chance to give something back by applying my
experience in a unique organisation that has the ability
to have a huge impact on so many people.”
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Securing the best outcome
Recently confirmed by Legal 500 as one of the leading advisors in its field in the North of England, the
specialist commercial dispute resolution team at Sintons is known for its strong capabilities and outstanding
personal client service.
@SintonsLaw
www.sintons.co.uk

“Our department revolves around
the fundamental values of offering
an outstanding service to every
client”
Each matter, from the most straightforward of cases
to complex, long-running disputes, is handled with
Sintons’ unique offering of the highest quality of legal
advice coupled with the levels of client service, which
sees many businesses and individuals return to the firm
time and again.
This was independently confirmed by Legal 500,
which praised the team for its expertise across the
board.
It hailed its “particular strength” in commercial
contracts and warranty claims, professional negligence
and financial services litigation, and highlighted its
strong presence in healthcare and its relationships with
NHS trusts, clinical commissioning groups (CCGs), care
providers and pharmacies.
Its skill in mediation was highlighted, in which Legal
500 said Sintons was praised by clients for handling
matters with “a level of heightened
competency, depth of knowledge, and tactically very
well played.”
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Property litigation was also singled out as one of
Sintons’ strengths, with associate Aimee Hubbard
being named as a rising star in this specialist area.
“Our department revolves around the fundamental
values of offering an outstanding service to every client
– the very highest standards and quality of legal advice,
which we have the experience and expertise to offer,
as well as gaining the trust of the client through giving
them a first-rate service,” says Angus.
“We have many clients who continue to instruct
us over the course of several decades as they know
that whenever they have an issue which needs to be
resolved in an efficient and timely manner, they can
come to us for the support they need.”
Angus notes: “Our department continues to develop,
with the vast experience of the partners combining
with the great talent of our younger lawyers to create
a team which has terrific strength and capability. The
recent addition of Hilary to our team at a senior level
and with her background in commercial litigation
alongside her specialism in tax litigation, shows we
continue to progress with ambition and confidence,
with our clients continuing to be at the centre of
everything we do.”
Photo caption: L-r, Aimee Hubbard, Angus Ashman and Hilary Waters.

SINTONS’ COMMERCIAL DISPUTE RESOLUTION
team – named in Band 1 of Legal 500, the highest
ranking possible – is widely regarded as a go-to advisor
for commercial dispute work, with clients locally and
across the UK.
Led by Angus Ashman, alongside partners Graeme
Ritzema and Hilary Waters – a recent appointment
from KPMG who specialises in tax litigation – the team
of senior and junior lawyers has years of collective
experience of successfully handling the most complex
and challenging of matters, fighting hard on behalf of
their clients to secure the very best outcome for them.
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Providing support
throughout the
pandemic
Since the start of the crisis, Teesside
University has worked with partners across
the public, private and voluntary sectors
to help them tackle economic and health
challenges.
@TeesUniBusiness
www.tees.ac.uk/business

AT THE START OF LOCKDOWN, TEESSIDE
University quickly reconfigured its expert-led
programmes to ensure they were meeting innovation
and skills needs across the region. Subsequent support
has ranged from individual efforts by members of staff
lending their expertise, and loans of equipment to help
the NHS, to fully-fledged support programmes working
with scores of businesses.
Analysis by the University has shown that significant
numbers are making use of its support.
By late October:
• 51 companies had been given specialist technical
support
• 254 people had acquired new skills through the
Digital Skills for Growth programme
• 27 companies had undergone detailed diagnostics
resulting in packages tailored to their COVID-19
challenges, with the opportunity to apply to the
University’s ERDF-funded Spark Fund for financial
support to implement them
Despite the pandemic, the region’s entrepreneurial
appetite is as strong as ever, with 21 new start-ups
taking part in the DigitalCity Accelerator and five startups supported through the University’s online Microbiz
Academy.
The university-led DigitalCity initiative, which has
seen high levels of demand since March, has also
helped 13 companies prepare for growth through its
SCALE programme. Staff at the university prepared
13 bids for grant support with companies looking to
innovate and grow. This analysis follows the news that
the activities of Teesside University benefited the region
by more than £128.4 million in 2018/19, as measured by
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Gross Value Added (GVA), according to a new report
from independent consultancy New Skills Consulting,
which investigated the university’s economic impact.
In addition to the support provided to businesses,
the university’s National Horizons Centre (NHC), a
£22.3 million centre of excellence for the biosciences
industries based in Darlington, loaned vital equipment
to the region’s health trusts to assist with the testing
processes.
Researchers from the NHC also worked alongside
clinicians from local NHS trusts to understand the
clinical course of COVID-19 cases in the region. Clinical
data from coronavirus patients was analysed to identify
risk factors associated with patient survival that could
be used to guide future treatment strategies.
University staff also lent their skills and expertise
to support the rapid prototyping of COVID-19 PPE
production in the UK and abroad, using digital
manufacturing techniques. The team created, adapted
and collaborated on designs for COVID-19 face mask
filters and visors, which were donated to keyworkers in
healthcare, retail and the police.
The university also used its own state-of-the-art
equipment to help manufacture the visors.
Laura Woods, director of Academic Enterprise at
Teesside University, says: “We’re pleased that the
university is able to play its part in helping to tackle the
impact of COVID-19 on Tees Valley organisations.
“The past few months have demonstrated again
– and more sharply than ever – the innovation and
resilience of our region, and its ability to respond to
significant challenges.
“Companies have changed their business models to
adapt, while entrepreneurs have continued to find new
markets for their goods and services.
“The challenges are far from over, and we have
to redouble our efforts now to support the region’s
recovery.”

Laura Woods
-

Laura leads a
business-focused
team whose remit
is to promote and
develop external
relationships with
the university and
private, public
and third-sector
organisations.
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Four ways to
future-proof your brand
Phil Lowery, managing director at Projector
Brand Communications, discusses why
and how businesses should make moves to
future-proof their brand.
phil@yourprojector.com
www.yourprojector.com
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Managing
director at
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ACCORDING TO IBM’S 2020 PURPOSE AND
Provenance Drive Bigger Profits for Consumer Goods
report, one third of consumers claim they’d stop buying
from their preferred brand if they were to lose trust
in them. So it’s never been more important to build
a bullet-proof brand that not only gains, but retains
a loyal customer base. To do this sustainably, it’s no
longer enough to just put out a new sales campaign.
Instead, you must actively work on the role of your
brand; building a data-driven plan able to tackle market
disruptions.
Whether you’re starting from scratch or you’re
working on improving an established brand, I’ll help
you map out four key considerations your business
should look to develop to future-proof your brand in an
increasingly competitive market.
Know your audience
Arguably one of the biggest mistakes businesses make
is deciding they’re the ultimate authority on their brand.
‘But if I’m not the expert, who is?’ I hear you ask. Simply
put, it’s your customers who determine your brand.
Their perception of you is what really matters as
they’re the ones sharing this with like-minded peers and
potential new customers.
To ensure your brand doesn’t fall behind, you need
to really study your customers. By learning more about
them through analytical platforms, you’ll better monitor
a change in their behaviour and can adapt your brand
to their evolving expectations.
This could be as part of a wider plan or on an adhoc
basis – like we did for our client, Northgate, where we
created a reactive campaign during COVID-19 to push
van sales by responding to an increased demand for
socially distanced van fleets.
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Remain flexible
Remember, your brand is so much more than a pretty
logo and catchy tagline. It’s your identity, your message
and the way you establish your voice. While creating a
visual identity through a memorable logo is important,
it’s equally as crucial to have a flexible concept.
This looks different in every industry – but, in
general, this means adapting to environmental shifts.
For example, at the beginning of the coronavirus
pandemic, hospitality venues were forced to close,
turning to new ways of making money. This meant
many brands invested in new platforms that enabled
their produce to be sold on a takeaway basis to
audiences in the digital world.
Stay relevant
The customer experience is ongoing. Whether this is
determined by the physical service they receive, or on
a digital level via social media, there are plenty of ways
you can strengthen customer touch points to futureproof your brand.
Remaining relevant by keeping up with the latest
trends and sharing these with your audience will
present you as an authoritative figure within your
sector. This could mean sharing some funny posts on
Instagram that you’ve seen your followers engage with,
or introducing a green initiative into your brand’s ethos
to assert yourself as a brand of the future.
Understand that branding is never complete
Ultimately, your brand will always have to adapt
because the market will always change.
Particularly at a time when COVID-19 creates
uncertainty, it’s vital you pay attention to your
surroundings to anticipate changes.
For example, when governments paid attention to
the impacts of obesity on health and the economy,
global fast food giant McDonald’s faced criticism for
its food. To combat this, the company focussed its
attention on rebranding; advertising where the produce
came from and what went into their food.
This confronted criticism head-on and helped the
famous business bounce back.
Creating a brand isn’t easy, but building one able to
withstand time and changing consumer expectations is
even harder.
It is possible though, and armed with the right knowhow, I’m certain you can build a successful brand for
the future. If you’d like some help along the way, get in
touch and my team will be happy to help you on your
journey.
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Legal 500 success for WBD
Womble Bond Dickinson’s acclaimed corporate team keep transactions moving throughout
COVID-19 pandemic.
@WBD_UK

www.womblebondickinson.com/uk

WOMBLE BOND DICKINSON’S (WBD) CORPORATE
team have welcomed their recent success in this
year’s Legal 500 (a leading guide to UK law firms,
underpinned by client feedback), retaining its Tier 1
status with seven of its lawyers ranked on an individual
basis, more than any other firm in the region.
• Team leader, Ben Butler is noted as a Leading
Individual alongside Robert Phillips and tax expert
Jeremy Smith
• Robert is also once again included in the Hall of
Fame, together with Jamie Pass
• Stacey Hall, Iain Pritty and Oliver Rickett are all
noted as Rising Stars in the region

Ben Butler, head of the corporate team, says: “This
recognition is testament to the hard work of the whole
corporate team in successfully executing the exciting
opportunities that our clients trust us with. It was
fantastic to see our younger talent being recognised
within the publication, as we are passionate about
ensuring we have strength and depth at all levels of the
team. We are all extremely proud to do the job we do,
and it is very pleasing to have third party accreditation
that verifies our ability to deliver to the very highest
standards that our clients have come to know and
expect from us.”

“We are all extremely proud to do
the job we do, and it is very pleasing
to have third party accreditation
that verifies our ability to deliver to
the very highest standards”
While COVID-19 has undoubtedly brought significant
challenges to businesses, including those looking to
complete transactions, this has not stopped WBD on
continuing to deliver for its clients, and its corporate
team has advised on the majority of the major
transactions in the region since March, including:
•N
 asdaq’s investment in Newcastle technology firm
Caspian
•M
 ercia Asset Management’s investment in a breast
cancer detection technology
• t he creation of Northern Accelerator’s Seed
Investment Fund
• t he extension of a deal between retail giant Ocado
and Northumberland robotics manufacturer
Tharsus
•a
 dvising Gordon Brown Law Firm on the sale of its
conveyancing business to Simplify
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• acting for Carpetright on its acquisition of Keswick
Flooring
• the sale of the iconic Matfen Hall Hotel
• advising on a major regional private equity
investment in the healthcare sector
• Mercia Asset Management’s investment in
Equiwatt Limited, a carbon reduction start-up
• advising Newcastle-based recruitment group Nigel
Wright on a management buy-out
• advising Augean plc on the acquisition of the
Ecocentre at Peterhead
Reflecting on the past six months, Ben added:
“While we acknowledge that, since the outbreak of the
pandemic, it has been a difficult time for many of our
clients; the transactions we are seeing demonstrate
the willingness of North East organisations to take
bold steps in their quest to move forward, and also the
continued appetite of investors, both domestic and
international, to back our region’s leading businesses.
“It is great to see that this activity is flowing through
all areas of our deals community. We continue to
support a range of transactions, from multimillion
pound private equity investments through to early
stage seed-capital financing and start-up support

through our WBD Accelerate programme.
This diversity of transaction size helps us to maintain
a broad perspective on the overall deals market.
“We have immense pride in our deep North East
roots and unparalleled offering in the region. Newcastle
remains our largest office (on both sides of the Atlantic)
with around 450 partners and colleagues who are
committed to playing their part in the future prosperity
of the region. We are looking forward to continuing
to support businesses of all sizes over the upcoming
period; utilising the extensive resources and deep
specialisms that we are able to offer as a UK top 20 law
firm, continuing to help to drive the economic recovery
of the region, and enabling our clients to deliver
on their regional, national and international growth
ambitions.
“Looking forward, we are pleased to have been
bolstered by Simon Watts’ return to deal-making in the
region. Simon is a pre-eminent corporate practitioner
who is well known in the North East market. He was
crucial in establishing our international collaborations
with the US and further afield and, now that the WBD
(UK) and WBD (US) combination is fully up and running,
the international pedigree he brings will be of huge
benefit to our local businesses.”

Womble Bond
Dickinson
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Main picture, L-R:
Robert Phillips,
Stacey Hall, Iain
Pritty, Ben Butler,
Jeremy Smith,
Oliver Rickett and
Jamie Pass.
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Meeting and beating the pandemic challenge
‘Bouncing back’ and ‘building back better’ are slogans that have been bandied about a lot in recent months.
They’re easy to say but more difficult to achieve. Thankfully, housebuilding, construction and regeneration
specialists – Vistry Partnerships North East – is delivering both from its headquarters on Newcastle Great
Park, says managing director Sean Egan.
@teamvistryp
www.vistrypartnerships.co.uk
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turbulent times.
As a result, we have achieved significant growth in
recent years and anticipate turning over more than
£100 million next year, showing a significant increase in
profit. We will also complete 700 new homes – 60 per
cent more than three or four years ago – all against the
backdrop of COVID-19 and some of the most challenging times in recent memory.
Having achieved five-star housebuilder status,
demonstrating fantastic levels of customer satisfaction, the Linden Homes brand is well established in the
North East and so now, we are also planning to bring
the Bovis brand to the region in due course.
Credit must go to the entire team. We have seen
strong performance across our build, commercial, sales
and finance functions, enabling us to deliver on our
growth strategy and see year-on-year improved performance and output. To have strengthened our business
and continued to deliver new homes throughout this
pandemic has required a huge amount of ingenuity,
creativity and commitment, all of which stand us in
good stead for the future.

Pictured: Vistry at work on the Kirkleatham Green project.

DESPITE ALL OF THE RESTRICTIONS AND
constrictions of COVID-19, Vistry Partnerships North
East has managed to drive productivity back to
pre-pandemic levels while all safe working practices
are being observed across 14 live sites.
Backed by the financial strength of Vistry Group –
created by the £1.1 billion acquisition of Galliford Try
Partnerships and Linden Homes by Bovis at the start
of 2020 – an appetite to acquire development land for
private sale housebuilding, multi-storey extra care and
affordable homes is driving the strong performance of
the business.
Land is the key to our growth. We have seen increased activity in the last 12 months, acquiring good
quality sites for both private housing development and
those we create for our housing provider partners. We
have a strong and extremely successful team focussed
on this, led by development director Andrew Rennie.
The appetite for further growth means that we have
recently enhanced the team further, with the arrival of
property expert Jonathan Rudge, from Bradley Hall, as
head of land, and Melissa Flynn, from Ward Hadaway,
as development manager.
Our expertise and relationships are enabling us to be
the regional leader in developing sites with homes of
all tenures – for private sale, shared ownership, private
rent and affordable rent. “Currently we are working
with Beyond Housing and Sigma Capital at Kirkleatham Green, near Redcar and with Sigma and Thirteen
at Bracken Grange in Middlesbrough – projects with
a combined gross development value of £120 million,
which will deliver 725 homes.
This model of operating, as a private housebuilder
and also a contractor for our partners, reduces our risk
exposure as different parts of the business operate in
a counter cyclical way. By ensuring we have a balance
of market sale and partnership work, the order book is
more resilient to changing market conditions –
providing something of a cushion against these
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If the UK becomes the
Saudi Arabia of offshore
wind, where does the
North East fit in?

While coronavirus continues to decimate many sectors – hospitality and arts and
culture being two of its most high-profile victims – renewable energy is being heralded
as the saviour of the UK economy. In fact, there’s so much confidence in offshore wind
that the Prime Minister has announced he wants every house in the UK to be powered
by it by 2030. Some have accused Boris Johnson of hot air and bluster, but there are
others – especially in the North East – who welcome the announcement and see major
potential in backing a sector with strong roots in the region.

Words by Alison Cowie
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4In his speech at the Conservative Party
Conference on October 6, Boris Johnson
made a powerful commitment to the
offshore wind energy sector.
“We believe that in ten years’ time
offshore wind will be powering every
home in the country,” he told the virtual
audience, adding “your kettle, your
washing machine, your cooker, your
heating, your plug-in electric vehicle –
the whole lot of them will get their juice
cleanly and without guilt from the breezes
that blow around these islands.”
The Prime Minister pledged to increase
the UK’s total offshore wind capacity from
30GW to 40GW by 2030 and announced
that £160 million would be made available
to upgrade ports and infrastructure.
“Far out in the deepest waters we will
harvest the gusts, and by upgrading

infrastructure in such places as Teesside
and Humber, and Scotland and Wales, we
will increase an offshore wind capacity
that is already the biggest in the world,”
he added.
Such actions, he continued, would help
the sector support up to 60,000 UK jobs
and further the country’s bid to become
net-zero emissions by 2050.
Mr Johnson then boldly stated that
he wanted the UK to be to offshore wind
what Saudi Arabia is to oil – the type
of political soundbite sure to secure
headlines (this article an unapologetic
case in point).
Some dismissed the lofty ambition
as mere hyperbole from a beleaguered,
populist leader trying to rally a bruised
nation fatigued by a health and economy
crisis whose finish line seems to be

getting further away.
Others though, could see the
opportunities of backing this burgeoning
sector. Benj Sykes, industry chair of the
Offshore Wind Industry Council, said:
“Our global leadership in offshore wind,
coupled with new support for investment
in ports, will help unlock the huge
opportunity for the UK to build a worldleading, competitive supply chain.”
Dame Carolyn Fairbairn, CBI directorgeneral, added: “Investment in port
infrastructure and opening up already
successful auctions for renewable
electricity will help accelerate the
construction of offshore wind farms and
secure low-cost renewable power for
homes and businesses.”
This positivity was echoed in the North
East too.
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Steve Scrimshaw, vice-president
of Siemens Energy UK&I, said: “This
is an ambitious announcement by
the Government. Offshore wind with
hydrogen energy storage can provide
reliable, clean energy and will be vital
to achieving net-zero. The UK’s unique
position means we can be at the forefront
of developing deeper sea waters and
the supply chain will welcome the
commitment from Government in this
innovative area.”
Dr Joanna Berry, director, business
innovation and entrepreneurship at
Durham Energy Institute, added: “As we
emerge from the devastation caused by
the COVID-19 pandemic, it’s the perfect
time to build that sustainable future.
Government needs to support a wide
range of innovations, technologies and
social adaption to create our Brave New
World.”
Here, I look in more depth at the North
East’s ecosystem around offshore wind
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energy to see just how well placed the
region is to take advantage of the impetus
being given to the sector.
Supply chain infrastructure
According to the North East Local
Enterprise Partnership (LEP), the region is
currently the leading location in England
for wind energy.
“The North East has fantastic existing
infrastructure across our three rivers,”
Andrew Clark, energy programme
lead at the North East LEP says. “We
are recognised by the Offshore Wind
Sector Deal [established as part of the
Government’s Industrial Strategy] as an
advanced cluster.”
Joanne Leng, deputy chief executive
of NOF and deputy chair of Energi Coast,
agrees.
“For most global offshore wind projects
around the world, the chances are that
there’s been some North East of England

contribution to it,” she says.
Energi Coast, the North East’s offshore
wind cluster, recently completed a
mapping exercise for the offshore wind
supply chain, speaking to around 230
local businesses.
“The results show that we have a lot
of experience in the balance of plant,
installation and commissioning and the
operations and maintenance stages of a
wind farm project,” she explains.
“Something that also came through
strongly is that we’re well prepared for
offshore wind decommissioning – with
this capability coming from our oil and
gas heritage – not just the main structures
but the cables and onshore infrastructure
as well. That’s something that we need to
push more as a region.”
James Battensby, head of research and
business development at the Offshore
Renewable Energy (ORE) Catapult, in
Blyth, believes the region’s robust supply
chain comes from a legacy of offshore
expertise.
“The North East has a strong heritage,
particularly in subsea, powertrain and
electrical engineering – all of which are
critical in the development of multibillion-pound offshore wind farm assets,”
he explains.
“A lot of companies on the North bank
of the Tyne, and the wider region, worked
in the oil and gas sector but over the last
decade have transitioned into offshore
wind.
“Many will now say it’s their core
growth market.”
Though evidence shows the North East
boasts a strong supply chain capable of
servicing offshore wind farms around the
world, that’s not to say that it couldn’t be
improved.
A research study commissioned by the
North East LEP highlights that there is
currently no wind turbine manufacturing
taking place within the region.
“Attracting inward investment from
a manufacturer or the supply chain of
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either nacelles, rotor blades or towers
for large wind turbines would strengthen
this stage of offshore wind development,
completing the North East’s offering,” it
reports.
The deputy chair of Energi Coast also
believes it’s essential the region secures
“big anchor investments from Tier One
contractors around towers, blades and
turbines.”
Joanne explains: “If we can get those
on board, they will feed the supply chain
and we can grow businesses and create
jobs.”
Innovation
An area where the North East excels in
offshore wind energy is in its ability to
foster innovation.
Undoubtedly, a pivotal facilitator for this
is the ORE Catapult based in Blyth.
James reveals that the Catapult boasts
around £250 million worth of testing and
validating infrastructure at the Port of
Blyth, including a 100-metre turbine blade
testing facility (the largest in the world)
and an additional 50-metre one, alongside
powertrain testing facilities, subsea docks
and an electrical laboratory.
“These are crucial in terms of de-risking
a prototype development before it goes
to market,” James says. “If you’re an
SME and you’re trying to go to a major
multinational wind farm developer, such
as SSE, you need to demonstrate and
prove your technology operates under
extreme loads and extreme fatigue.”
The Catapult also provides a plethora
of programmes and initiatives to support
new technology development and is
involved in national programmes such as
the Offshore Wind Growth Partnership
and the Offshore Wind Innovation Hub.
Regionally, it works with the North
East LEP, the North of Tyne Combined
Authority and local companies such
as JDR Cables, SMD and Royal IHC to
support local innovators develop their

technology, attract partners and source
investment.
This year, for example, the Catapult
unveiled its first Launch Academy North
East accelerator programme.
This provided six regional trailblazers –
working on products that could enhance
the region’s offshore wind sector – with
technology advice and wider business
support alongside access to £20,000
investment provided by the North East
Innovation Fund, supported by the
European Regional Development Fund,
and managed by Northstar Ventures.
“We’ve provided the cohort with
a tailored package of support over a
six-month period, with modules on
developing technology, how to structure
finances, and information on research and
development tax credits and IP protection
– working with local partners such as
Sintons law firm,” James explains.
Energi Coast is another driving force in
encouraging innovation in offshore wind
and is also involved in numerous regional
and national programmes.
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“The cluster recently launched its
own Innovation Group, with members
representing local project developers,
academia, Tier One contractors, supply
chain companies and the Offshore
Renewable Energy Catapult.
“We have a focus on some key themes,
these include digitalisation, robotics,
autonomous vehicles, AI, VR, AR and
we are also working with major industry
players who are providing industry
challenges encouraging local suppliers to
come up with solutions and new ideas,”
Joanne reveals.
One emerging trend in the sector – and
one that the Prime Minister singled out
in his conference speech – is floating
offshore wind, where turbines are
constructed on platforms and can be
placed in deeper waters with stronger
wind yields. According to James, the
North East is in an excellent position to be
the front-runner in this area.
“The North East has established
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skillsets around the construction and
fabrication of floating platforms for the
oil and gas sector, and these can be
transferred to the offshore wind floating
platform design,” he says.
James also highlights hydrogen
energy as having a potential role in
solving storage and intermittency
issues in offshore wind, and so news
that Teesside is to be the base for a
new centre dedicated to hydrogen
energy development could see further
opportunities. Joanne also recognises the
potential for cross-sector participation in
offshore wind innovation.
“Some industries have the relevant
skills to enter the offshore wind market,
for example in oil and gas, defence,
automotive and nuclear,” she says, “and
at NOF and Energi Coast, we provide
diversification support to help these high
growth companies tap into the dynamic
offshore wind sector.”
The LEP’s Andrew Clark concurs: “As

the offshore wind sector innovates in
areas such as robotics, AI and automation,
the region’s wider strengths in our thriving
digital and advanced manufacturing
sectors will be supported to explore
diversification opportunities.”
Skills
As the coronavirus pandemic looks
set to dramatically increase levels of
unemployment in the UK and the North
East, the predictions for job creation in
offshore wind are much welcomed.
Regionally, a 2020 North East LEP study
explored several growth scenarios based
on the UK’s planned offshore wind project
pipeline. It showed that the North East
offshore wind sector could support the
creation of between 6000 and 9000 jobs
by 2025.
“These roles will cover everything
from project design, development and
management operations, such as wind
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turbine technicians, training providers
and electrical and mechanical engineers
involved in the production of supply chain
and plant equipment,” Andrew explains.
In terms of providing people with the
right knowledge to take up these roles, the
North East’s universities are hotbeds for
skills in offshore renewables.
Newcastle University, for example,
works with more than 34 partners as
part of its National Centre for Energy
Systems Integration, and Northumbria
University offers courses in renewable and
sustainable energy.
Durham University, meanwhile, boasts
its Energy Institute, one of the key national
research centres for renewable energy.
Northumberland College also has a
purpose-built training centre at the Port
of Blyth, and Newcastle College’s Energy
Academy, in Wallsend, features an
Immersive Hybrid Reality (iHR) offshore
wind training facility to help train future
engineers.
Meanwhile, several private sector
training providers have bases in the North
East, including Maersk Training and AIS.
“Our further and higher education
providers are already delivering leading
sector-specific qualifications together
with the supply chain, and we also have
private sector training providers here with
fantastic facilities and industry partners,”
Andrew adds.
Energi Coast’s Joanne is also buoyed
by the jobs potential for the offshore wind
sector in the North East and is keen to
point out that the net should be cast wide
when it comes to recruitment.
“We must be prepared to upskill people
and to retrain people, and to entice more
women, younger people and those from
other career paths, such as those leaving
the military, into offshore wind.
“It’s important to show that this is a
long-term career prospect with good
salaries and added advantages, such as
international travel, as this is such an
emerging global business.”

Projects
The development of offshore wind farms
represent multi-billion-pound investments
and so to have the largest one being
constructed 60 miles off the North East
coast is a major coup for the region’s
supply chain.
The Dogger Bank Wind Farm
development is a joint venture
partnership between SSE Renewables
and Equinor, and once completed, will be
capable of powering 4.5 million British
homes.
Back in May this year, it was announced
that Equinor and SSE Renewables
are building a new operations and
maintenance base at the Port of Tyne to
service Dogger Bank, which is expected
to create up to 200 jobs.
At the time, Stephen Bull, senior vice
president for Equinor’s North Sea New
Energy Solutions, and chair of Renewable
UK, said:
“The North East has a strong industrial
heritage and a supply area that stretches
north and south of the River Tyne. With
a strong low-carbon vision for the future,
as well as targets to become net-zero
in its own operations by 2030, the Port
of Tyne is clearly well set up to attract
future investments, which we hope will
complement our activities.”
James agrees that the proximity of
Dogger Bank is good news for the region.
“Having the world’s largest wind farm
– with a several billion-pound value –
built on the doorstep is a key enabler for
regional companies to get involved,” he
says.
Joanne also sees opportunities for the
regional supply chain but reveals that
work is needed to ensure as much UK
involvement in major projects as possible.
“We need to seriously look at getting
behind UK content because as a nation,
we’re missing out,” she says. “What’s
fundamental in helping to achieve our UK
and local content ambition in the offshore

wind sector deal is for Government to
mandate this – UK projects should mean
UK business.”
To encourage more North East
success in major offshore wind projects,
the North East LEP and Energi Coast
have collaborated to create a supply
chain directory that features regional
companies and their products and
services.
“Developing a supply chain database
where any North East company that has
a product or service for the offshore wind
sector can register, will help them be
more visible to potential clients,” Andrew
explains.
But opportunities for the North East
supply chain spread far beyond Dogger
Bank, with offshore wind farms being
developed across the globe.
James reveals: “In Europe, many
offshore wind projects have been
emerging over the last few years. Also,
in the US, along its Eastern Seaboard
around Massachusetts, New York and
New Jersey, and in Asia, Japan, China
and Taiwan – these are really big growth
areas.
“These represent major export
opportunities for North East companies
going forward.”
In an era of much uncertainty, it’s
heartening to see one sector on course to
rise to the challenges of a post-COVID-19
world.
What’s even better is that the North
East’s subsea heritage, innovative
bedrock, engaged support network,
established skills sector and proximity
to major projects mean it may well have
stolen a march on other areas in reaping
the benefits.
Further development of the ecosystem
will be critical in further increasing these
opportunities, which promises to blow
much-needed jobs, pioneering growth,
international recognition and – ultimately
– long-term prosperity onto the shores of
the North East.
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ORIGIN
AFTER A STORMY START, THE FUTURE FOR NORTH EAST-BASED START-UP ORIGIN TECH LOOKS
CONSIDERABLY BRIGHTER AS ITS INNOVATIVE WAIV™ INVENTION IS SET TO BENEFIT FROM THE
CURRENT MOMENTUM BEING PLACED BEHIND THE UK’S OFFSHORE WIND SECTOR. ALISON COWIE
FOUND OUT MORE WHEN SHE SPOKE TO COMMERCIAL DIRECTOR JOHN MARSDEN.

Words by Alison Cowie
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Photography by Christopher Owens
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4In December 2019, John Marsden

Origin Tech
Origin Tech is a spin out of Origin Integrity
Management and was established in December
2019 by Steve McKenny, Phil Surtees and John
Marsden.
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helped launch North East-based startup Origin Tech with the aim of creating
new and innovative technology that
could transform integrity inspections for
organisations across multiple sectors.
The company was spun out of Origin
Integrity Management (IM), an
engineering consultancy established
almost ten years ago by Steve McKenny
and Phil Surtees.
“The premise behind Origin IM is to
help operators in oil and gas understand
the integrity of their assets,” John
explains.
“Many, especially in the North Sea,
are managing old assets and so their
maintenance tends to be reactive. We
can provide technical knowledge and
understanding of failure and risk to help
them become more proactive.”
Over the years, Origin IM has
established a reputation for its offshore
consultancy services but its directors
always recognised the opportunity
of developing and patenting its own
technology.
Having enticed John – a former
business owner with experience of
taking products from prototype to
commercialisation – into the business last
summer, Steve and Phil, along with their
new commercial director, launched Origin
Tech at the end of last year.
“I moved to the North East of England
three years ago from Aberdeen, where I
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had run my own business specialising in
flexible pipes for the oil and gas industry.
At the time, Steve and Phil asked if I
would join Origin IM. Because it was
such a major change for my family and
me, I decided it would be sensible to
join a more established business. The
offer, however, remained open and in the
summer of 2019 I felt it was the right time
to move back into a smaller company
where I could be master of my own
destiny again.”
Origin Tech began implementing a
strategy to appeal to its target markets
of oil and gas, renewables and water
and gas utilities. This initially centred
around the development of two innovative
technologies.
NO DIG™ looks to tackle the issue of
water wastage and allows water utility
companies to prevent, minimise or even
stop leaks from water pipelines without
the need to excavate them.
The start-up’s second technology is
designed with the wind energy sector –
particularly offshore – in mind.
Meanwhile, WAIV™ is a wireless,
autonomous inspection vehicle – or
crawler – that can traverse the outside
of a wind turbine and perform regulatory
and ad-hoc inspections.
“It can complete high definition visual,
thermal and ultrasonic inspections,
detecting anything from visual defects to
internal cracks,” John explains, “and it has
many advantages to alternative inspection

methods such as having guys abseiling
down turbines on ropes.”
The presence of a strong rare-earth
magnet, for example, holds the vehicle
to the turbines securely, meaning it is
capable of delivering tests in the most
extreme weather conditions – especially
prevalent at offshore wind farm sites. It
can also complete inspections with the
minimum of disruption or downtime –
potentially saving clients time and money
– while exact tests can be repeated
regularly so that real-time integrity data
can be monitored over time.
At the start of 2020, Origin Tech was
focused on developing its two flagship
technologies in tandem. Then the
pandemic hit.
Like all other businesses, Origin IM and

Origin Tech were thrown into chaos – with
the collapse of the oil and gas sector
hitting the consultancy and its tech startup hard.
Forced to regroup, John reveals that
NO DIG™ has been the easier technology
to progress in these socially distanced
times, and Origin Tech is now in talks with
several water utilities companies.
The trajectory of WAIV™, meanwhile,
has been more stunted by the pandemic
with a lack of opportunity to extensively
test the prototype vehicle and
demonstrate its potential to clients and
investors.
“We have had the vehicle up turbines
but haven’t been able to do the amount of
demonstrating and testing that we would
have liked to,” John reveals. “We need to
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“MANY, ESPECIALLY IN THE
NORTH SEA, ARE MANAGING
OLD ASSETS AND SO THEIR
MAINTENANCE TENDS TO BE
REACTIVE. WE CAN PROVIDE
TECHNICAL KNOWLEDGE AND
UNDERSTANDING OF FAILURE
AND RISK TO HELP THEM
BECOME MORE PROACTIVE.”
show the industry that this technology
really does save money and that it’s a
safer way to complete inspections.”
WAIV™ has progressed, though,
thanks to Origin Tech’s acceptance onto
the Offshore Renewable Energy (ORE)
Catapult’s industry-backed regional
cleantech accelerator programme – the
Launch Academy North East – in March.
The start-up joined five fellow North Eastbased cleantech innovators – OxraGrid,
Beluga Seatech, Utility AR, Wootzano and
Build Stream –which won against fierce
competition to become the first cohort
of the accelerator that looks to enhance
80

the North East of England’s offshore wind
supply chain and drive cost reduction
through innovation.
The 12-week programme – which
was hastily moved online after the UK
went into lockdown – provided core
modules delivered by ORE Catapult
such as technology assessment, supply
chain readiness and business case
review, as well as essential business
support in funding, legal, IP, accountancy
and investor readiness support from
local partners. Each of the innovative
companies also received access to
£20,000 of investment, provided by the
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North East Innovation Fund, supported by
the European Regional Development Fund
and managed by Northstar Ventures.
While John admits that Origin
Tech’s initial reason for applying
for the accelerator was to attract a
major industry sponsor (made all but
impossible after the pandemic struck), the
commercial director – who studied naval
architecture and marine engineering at
Newcastle University – still maintains the
accelerator’s virtual programme has been
hugely beneficial.
“The workshops have been geared
around helping businesses to grow,
attract funding and develop a marketing
strategy, which have been really useful.
“There’s been a lot for us to learn from
a lot of local experts. Being part of a
network has also been invaluable.”
John and Origin Tech are now pressing
ahead with the commercialisation of
WAIV™ and he sees further opportunities
in developing its automation credentials.
“There’s no reason why instead of using
a remote control to drive the vehicle up a
turbine, you can’t programme everything
in advance,” says John.
“To do that, we’ll need to recruit coders
and people with electronics experience.”
John recognises the advantages of
being part of the North East’s strong
offshore renewable energy ecosystem
in developing its tech and attracting the
right talent, and, the UK Government’s
backing of the offshore wind industry as
the country looks to ‘build back greener’.
“I’ve been really impressed with how
much support there is for renewable
innovation,” the commercial director
says. “The Government is clearly backing
it, and you can see that with the likes of
available Innovate UK funding, which we
are currently in the process of applying
for.”
It seems that despite a turbulent start,
the wind may well be blowing in the right
direction for Origin Tech.

John Marsden,
commercial director of Origin Tech
www.origintech.co.uk
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