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4I’ve been working on this magazine 

for a little over two years now and I can 

honestly say I’ve never been prouder of 

the publication we are trying to build. 

It would have been all too easy when 

the coronavirus pandemic hit last year to 

have side-lined editorial and concentrated 

solely on the commercial side of the 

business, like many other publishers did. 

But we recognised that COVID-19 made 

regionally-focused, independent business 

journalism more important than ever. 

We also recognised this was a false 

dichotomy. 

The reason people invest in North East 

Times is because the magazine is well 

read, because there is real journalism on 

our pages that gets right to the heart of 

matters across the business landscape.

I’m delighted our partners and 

advertisers have continued to support 

us during this challenging time. It’s their 

support, which has enabled me to spend 

the last 12 months reporting on what 

will probably be the biggest story of my 

career – coronavirus. 

Writing about the devastating 

economic impact of the virus has been 

a rollercoaster in every possible sense – 

both exhilarating and terrifying in equal 

measure. 

It started with the Stock Market Crash 

in early March 2020. I remember watching 

in disbelief as the FTSE100 index plunged 

10.87 per cent in a single session. 

Then came the fabled Coronavirus Job 

Retention Scheme (CJRS), under which 

the Government paid 80 per cent of the 

salaries of furloughed workers. 

The CJRS coincided with the first 

national lockdown, which literally brought 

the whole UK economy to a halt. UK GDP 

shrank by an unprecedented 20.4 per cent 

in April 2020. 

What came next were a series of eye-

wateringly bad economic forecasts, from 

the Bank of England’s claim in May about 

the UK having its worst recession for 300 

years to the OECD claiming in June the 

worst global recession for 100 years, with 

Britain being the hardest hit. 

In July, August and September came 

the false dawn to end all false dawns – 

PMI surveys and economic data began to 

point towards a V-shaped recovery over 

the summer. 

But by October, the UK economy was 

still 9.2 per cent smaller than it was in 

February, despite the Eat Out to Help Out 

scheme and Government spending on a 

scale never before seen. 

October saw the emergence of local 

lockdowns to tackle COVID-19’s second 

wave, putting all hopes of a quick 

recovery in the rear-view mirror.

I reported last April that the UK 

economy might not return to its late-2019 

size until 2023 – and that could still be the 

case. The last few months have seen the 

coming unemployment crisis gather pace, 

with the UK headline jobless rate rising to 

4.9 per cent. 

Welcome to the latest edition of North East Times. Here, 
our business journalist Richard Dawson looks back on 
his reporting of the coronavirus pandemic and explains 
his thinking about the new editorial direction of the 
magazine and what you, our readers, can expect.  
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In the North East, the labour market 

has deteriorated even faster, with 

unemployment already up to 6.6 per cent 

at the time of writing.

Against that backdrop came Rishi 

Sunak’s Spending Review last November, 

in which he announced it will cost the 

Government £280 billion to get the 

country through coronavirus. 

The Chancellor also told of how the 

budget deficit could reach £394 billion 

by the end of this financial year – a 

peacetime record. 

As we welcome in 2021, the full 

economic implications of the coronavirus 

crisis are still playing out, and I feel a 

special responsibility to continue to report 

on them.

It’s a job I think I am well-placed to 

do, having graduated with an MA in 

International Political Economy from 

Newcastle University in 2017. 

Back then, I spent a lot of time 

researching the 2008/2009 Global 

Financial Crisis and the economic, 

political and social fall out that followed.

I never thought I’d be writing stories 

about an even bigger crash just three 

years later. 

What my degree didn’t teach me was 

much about the important role played 

by business in supporting economic 

recoveries. 

My academic mind looked at the fact 

the North East has one of the smallest 

economies and highest unemployment 

rates in the country and thought that 

nobody was doing anything about it. 

How wrong I was, and how privileged 

I now am to be able to interview the 

people who are changing the North East 

for the better and taking advantage of the 

enormous opportunities that do exist in 

this part of the world. 

At North East Times, we’re here to give 

those opportunities a voice – to be the 

voice of business. 

That work continues with our new 

editorial direction, which as you can see, 

is quite different to anything being done 

by other regional business publications.  

The new North East Times is proactive 

as well as reactive to what’s going on in 

the world – it is a business magazine for 

the North East, rather than a North East 

business magazine. 

For that reason, we’ve made a series of 

changes to the layout of the publication 

that you’ll have no doubt noticed in the 

previous two editions, and which continue 

in this issue.

Firstly, our Business Briefing pages. 

These are a series of digestible news 

items looking at the latest developments, 

trends and technologies shaping the 

economic and business landscape.

They provide an overview of what’s 

happening in the North East and include 

important news you may have missed. 

Then comes our Contributor section. 

This features exclusive columns written 

by local business leaders, giving them a 

platform to express their opinions and 

discuss the issues that matter most.  

As usual, there are also three feature 

interviews dotted throughout the 

magazine. 

Here, we tell the story of someone 

who has made a big impact at a regional, 

national or international level. 

Two of these interviews are linked to 

our new reports, which delve deep into a 

sector or subject that has real resonance 

within the business community. These are 

informed by expert comment from local 

people who can speak with real authority. 

In this month’s issue, we have also 

included a long-form question and answer 

feature with North East local authority 

leaders and officials, and introduced The 

Last Word, a new question and answer 

platform you can find on the last page. 

2021 is going to be another huge year 

for the North East with myriad challenges 

as we recover from months of coronavirus 

restrictions, mass unemployment and 

GDP loss. 

It is our job to shine a light on how we 

can overcome these challenges together. 

Our New Year’s resolution is to 

continue being the number one source of 

information for all things business in the 

North East and beyond. 

I wish you all the best of luck with yours. 

Richard Dawson
Business journalist
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4Are you still into making New Year’s 
resolutions?

Or have you long since given up on the 
process, having seen previous attempts 
fade away before January’s second week is 
through?

Initially, I thought the notion of setting 
new personal goals in the midst of a global 
pandemic was somewhat incongruous, 
given our ongoing, collective battle to defy 
COVID-19.

But the more I considered the point, 
the more I realised it is, in fact, the very 
opposite.

Amid such trying times, the value of 
being aspirational and establishing tangible 
objectives has never been more important.

The landscapes we once knew remain 
markedly skewed by COVID-19 and, at 
the time of writing, Britain’s protracted 
European Union divorce was still mired in 
painful ambiguity.

However, it nevertheless remains so that 
2021 can be a year of much positive change 
and progress – with target-setting and an 
ambitious ethos crucial to making it a reality. 

To emphasise the point, this month’s 
magazine looks at opportunities for 
the region’s business community and 
highlights significant investment deals and 
development plans that all stand ready to 
make a decisive impression on the North 
East.

We also champion the spirit, drive and 
innovation of the region’s businesspeople 
in our Impact List, which acknowledges the 
determination of individuals to adapt and 
thrive despite such unprecedented times.

Tackling the theme of growth, we speak 
to Coatsink chief executive and co-founder 
Tom Beardsmore.

A totem of the strength of our region’s 
universities, its business support 

mechanisms and nurturing framework, 
Tom reveals how the Sunderland video 
games studio is ready to move to a new 
level following its acquisition by Sweden’s 
Thunderful Group.

Taking the story a stage further, we 
examine the North East’s relationship with 
the Scandinavian country and find a strong 
bond that promises job creation and a boost 
to the region’s economy.

We approach Britain’s laborious European 
Union exit by speaking to Projector’s Phil 
Lowery and Unwritten Group’s Lisa Eaton, 
looking at how the country could move past 
its current crisis and come together behind 
a national brand - ‘Global Britain’.

We also speak to Stephen Waddington, 
a man with extensive media and 
communications sector experience, to track 
his career journey and look further into why 
2021 represents a good time for businesses 
to reset and thrive.

Finally, on the theme of laying foundations 
for a prosperous 2021 and beyond, we 
speak to the region’s local authorities to find 
out more about their development plans, 
which, despite the enduring challenging 
environment, only serve as a reminder of 
the ‘can-do’ attitude that exists so intensely 
within the North East.

With all of that in mind, it’s probably 
pertinent to finish on a quote from Stephen 
that advises ‘change is the only constant’.

2021 – certainly in the first half of the 
year – will no doubt require us to continue 
bending and flexing to the difficulties 
caused by COVID-19, but with strong 
resolutions in place, we can meet such 
adversity head on and deliver much 
positivity. 

I hope you enjoy this issue.
Steven

Editor’s word

Ed
it

or
’s word

Steven Hugill wonders what will come next as we leave behind a challenging 2020…
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Your curated guide to the latest news, views, trends 
and technologies shaping the economic and business
landscape of the North East.
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Business briefing

‘Return to industrial powerhouse’ with 8000-job battery factory plans
Manufacturing

Facts & Statistics

Britishvolt and Britain’s green 
revolution at a glance

4 Hailing its factory as “one of the 
largest manufacturing plants in the 
whole of Europe”, Britishvolt says it 
will create partnerships that reduce 
costs, shorten logistics chains and 
lower CO2 emissions

4 The company says its Blyth plant will 
employ 3000 “highly-skilled” people 
and produce more than 300,000 
lithium-ion batteries for the UK 
automotive industry by the final phase 
of its project in 2027

4 Bosses say their blueprint will tailor 
Government efforts to deliver a 
ten-point plan for a green industrial 
revolution, which includes a focus on 
electric vehicles

4 According to Downing Street’s 
vision, it aims to back the UK’s car 
manufacturers, including Sunderland-
based Nissan, to “accelerate the 
transition to electric vehicles and 
transform national infrastructure to 
better support electric vehicles”

4 Under the terms of its carbon-cutting 
measures, the Government says it will 
end sales of new petrol and diesel 
cars and vans by 2030, with sales of 
hybrid cars and vans allowed until 
2035.

Ambitious plans to create and support 
around 8000 jobs at a new £2.6 billion 
battery plant will help reignite the region’s 
reputation as an industrial powerhouse, it 
has been claimed.

Britishvolt is working on a blueprint to 
build the “world’s cleanest and greenest 
battery facility” on land at the former 
Blyth Power Station, in Northumberland.

Bosses say the base – described as 
a gigaplant – will create 3000 direct 
jobs and deliver and support up to 5000 
supply chain posts by making hundreds of 
thousands of lithium-ion batteries for the 
UK’s automotive sector.

They also claim it will represent “the 
largest industrial investment in the North 
East since Nissan’s arrival in 1984”.

According to the company’s plans, 
construction work is set to begin in 
summer 2021, with battery production 
beginning by the end of 2023.

Praising Britishvolt’s proposals, Blyth 
Valley MP Ian Levy said they will “have 
a massive impact in the constituency 
and the surrounding area for decades to 
come”.

He said: “These jobs will not only return 
the area to the status of an industrial 
powerhouse but will help us retain our 
graduates and provide a huge boost to 
struggling high streets. 

“I can’t think of anything comparable 
in the North East since Nissan invested in 
Sunderland more than 35 years ago.

“There is still much to do, but the 
prospect of the UK’s first gigaplant on the 
old Blyth Power Station site is amazing.”

Outlining Britishvolt’s vision, chief 
executive Orral Nadjari, said the 
company’s factory will stand as a “key 

pillar” in Prime Minister Boris Johnson’s 
ten-point plan for the UK’s green 
recovery.

He said: “We are delighted to have 
secured this site in Blyth; this is a 
tremendous moment for Britishvolt and 
UK industry. 

“Now we can really start the hard work 
and begin producing lithium-ion batteries 
for future electrified vehicles in just three 
years.

“It is crucial for the UK automotive 
industry and for the entire economy that 
we are able to power the future. 

“Blyth meets all of our exacting 
requirements – it is on the doorstep 
of major transport links and is easily 
accessible to renewable energy and 
the opportunity for a co-located supply 
chain, which meets our target to make 
our gigaplant the world’s cleanest and 
greenest battery facility.”

Orral added the factory will use 
renewable energy to help run operations, 
which will potentially include hydro-
electric power generated in Norway 
that will be transmitted to the UK via the 
North Sea Link project.

Construction services company ISG 
has been appointed to lead building work 
on the plant.
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Engineer adds weight to 
COVID-19 response
Health

A North East engineering firm has played 
a crucial role in the UK’s ongoing battle 
against COVID-19.

Gateshead-based WHP has created 
a viral vector manufacturing centre for 
Oxford Biomedica, which is being used 
for the worldwide manufacture and 
distribution of AstraZeneca’s coronavirus 
vaccine. 

Bosses say WHP was responsible for 
the design and build of the facility, which 
included creating a full 3D BIM model 
that featured clean room architecture and 
process and critical utilities systems.

Jobs pledge in new £3 million produce hub 
Retail

An entrepreneur has pledged to deliver 60 jobs in £3 million plans to create “the largest 
importer and distributor of fresh produce in the North of England”.

John Holland is spearheading work to transform an ex-truck depot on Team Valley 
Trading Estate into a 25,000sq ft-plus covered fruit and vegetable hub.

Expected to open in early 2021, John, chief executive of JR Holland Group, said the 
development will be “a one-stop fresh produce hub of the future”, adding it will serve 
customers that include restaurants, hospitals, caterers and education sector clients.

Simon Haggie, of Knight Frank, acquired the property on behalf of John, with 
building works project managed by Ian Tew, also of Knight Frank.

New £1.63 million funding 
will help with ‘data 
revolution’ drive
Technology

A regional centre of excellence 
has been awarded £1.63 million to 
drive a data revolution.

The National Innovation Centre 
for Data is pressing ahead with 
work to help businesses bolster 
productivity and innovation 
following funding from the North 
of Tyne Combined Authority.

Steve Caughey [pictured], 
director of the £30 million 
Newcastle-based hub, said 
the cash will enable firms to 
introduce new skills and allow 
the region to lead in data-driven 
economic growth.

He said: “While we are 
already engaged with many 
organisations, it tends to be the 
larger, national companies that 
are initially seeking assistance. 

“But we’ve worked with 
the North of Tyne Combined 
Authority to provide a mechanism 
to let us focus on businesses 
here.

 “Organisations can now collect 
huge amounts of data from 
customer and product-related 
software systems, sensors and 
social media. 

“With our assistance, they can 
gain the skills they need to obtain 
insight from their data, enabling 
them to innovate and create cost 
efficiencies or new products and 
services.”

Ashdan Consulting supports 
£1 million Northumberland 
development 
Development

A construction consultancy is supporting 
a £1 million Northumberland hospitality 
development. Consett-based Ashdan 
Consulting is providing project 
management and quantity surveying 
services for Windsor Developments’ two-
storey beach restaurant in Beadnell.

Designed by Newcastle’s xsite 
architecture, the building will offer a 
surfer style bar and takeaway area, with 
formal dining space upstairs. 

Bosses say the venture, which is 
expected to be completed this summer, 
will create up to 15 full-time jobs and 
around 40 part-time and holiday posts.
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Vianet Group in good spirits 
despite impact of pub closures
Digital

A data monitoring firm says it remains 
“confident of long-term success”, 
despite picking up an operating loss 
and seeing revenues halve amid the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

Vianet Group recorded an adjusted 
operating loss of £380,000 and saw 
six-month revenues fall to £4.07 million 
from £8.41 million in the previous 
corresponding period after traditional 
hospitality sector customers were 
forced to close last year. 

However, speaking last month, 
chairman James Dickson said: “trading 
has been ahead of internal revised 
revenue and profit forecasts.”

 Vianet’s services include software 
that allows pub operators to monitor 
beer volume and flow.

Work completed on ‘jewel in the crown’ Hadrian’s Tower
Construction

Construction of a landmark city centre building has been completed.
Contractor Tolent has officially handed over Hadrian’s Tower [pictured] to developer 

and owner, The High Street Group.
 Featuring a mix of studio, one and two-bedroom apartments and three, three-

bedroom penthouse suites, the 26-storey tower – which stands as Newcastle’s tallest 
building – also includes the 3SIXTY champagne and cocktail lounge.

 Gary Forrest, chairman of The High Street Group, said: “Hadrian’s Tower reflects our 
strategy to create sustainable communities where people can buy or rent for the long-
term and is a real jewel in the crown of our development portfolio.”

Mayor hails ‘world-class’ 
potential as development 
site approved
Development

A regeneration boss says Tees 
Valley has strengthened its position 
at the forefront of the UK’s clean 
energy drive after “game-changing” 
plans to deliver 9000 jobs were 
approved.

Permission was granted late last 
year to transform 4.5 million sq ft 
space on Redcar’s former SSI UK 
steelworks site, which Tees Valley 
Mayor Ben Houchen says will 
deliver a “world-class” wind turbine 
manufacturing hub.

“Teesside is already leading the 
way for the rest of the UK to follow 
with our clean energy plans, but 
this takes us to the next stage,” said 
Mayor Houchen.

Business
Briefing_

Family transport firm ‘standing 
out for new business’ after 
Grundfos deal
Logistics

A family-run transport company says it 
has boosted its market potential after 
securing a contract with the world’s 
largest water pump maker.

Moody Logistics and Storage is working 
with Danish-based Grundfos.

Moody picked up the agreement after 
gaining Fleet Operator Recognition 
Scheme (FORS) accreditation, which 
recognises firms setting exemplary 
best practice in safety, efficiency and 
environmental protection.

Caroline Moody, group managing 
director of the Cramlington-based 
haulier, said: “Being a FORS operator 
demonstrates we are exceeding industry 
standards, which enables us to stand out 
when competing for new business.”

Mobile Mini ready to grow 
after ‘more positives than 
negatives’
Logistics

Bosses at a portable container and 
building hire firm say it is primed 
for expansion after confounding 
COVID-19. Mobile Mini officials say the 
Stockton-headquartered company is 
ready to grow following strong demand 
in new sectors during the pandemic. 
Andrew Thompson, managing 
director [pictured], said: “COVID-19 
has accelerated our strategic sector 
expansion plans, and we have seen an 
expansion in non-construction clients.

 “The year has brought many more 
positives than negatives.” He added 
the firm’s growth plans include taking 
delivery of a £2.5 million order this 
month and expanding its HGV 
crane fleet.



15

Business
Briefing_

eQuality Solutions plots growth 
after £20 million investment 
supports buy-out
Technology

North East-headquartered eQuality 
Solutions aims to triple revenue over the 
next three years following a management 
buy-out.

 The Hebburn company secured £20 
million investment from London-based 
Shard Credit Partners to fund the deal, 
which was led by chief executive Andy 
Gough. 

 He says the firm – which provides 
assistive technology equipment, training 
and software solutions to help remove 
barriers to learning – will grow through a 
rapid “buy and build” strategy.

 “We are confident we can grow the 
across the UK and take advantage of the 
many new opportunities we see ahead,” 
said Andy.

Transport
4Elmtronics drives on with 
£1.5 million investment

A County Durham electric vehicle 
charging company says it will almost 
double its workforce after securing 
a £1.5 million investment. Consett’s 
Elmtronics aims to create 19 new 
posts in the coming months and 
bolster its software amid work to 
accelerate the national roll out of 
vehicle power points. The investment 
– secured via the North East Venture 
Fund, which is supported by the 
European Regional Development 
Fund and managed by Mercia, 
and the Ingenious Infrastructure 
Ventures EIS Service – comes as the 
Government ramps up plans to ban 
the sale of new petrol and diesel cars 
from 2030.

Engineering
4����Tekmar Group remains
confident despite COVID-19 
hit

A County Durham marine 
engineering firm has been forced 
to cut jobs after being hit by the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Tekmar Group 
has trimmed its workforce by six per 
cent – and is reviewing more efficient 
use of its manufacturing footprint – 
after “significant disruption across 
the globe created inefficiencies in 
the supply chain”. However, bosses at 
the Newton Aycliffe-based operator 
say they have “profound confidence 
in the fundamentals” of the business, 
adding it is well positioned to take 
advantage of future opportunities in 
the offshore wind sector.

News you may have missed

For more news and views across the 
North East, visit our website @
www.netimesmagazine.co.uk/news

Kromek delight at £460,000 
contract extensions
Technology

A technology firm known for helping 
thwart terror plots has secured deals 
worth £460,000.

Sedgefield’s Kromek has been 
awarded two contract extensions by a 
European government-related company 
to provide network solutions of its D3S-
related technologies to counter nuclear 
terrorism. 

The NETPark-based firm’s D3S product 
suite is capable of identifying terror 
threats such as ‘dirty bombs,’ and bosses 
say the company’s fresh deals will help 
its customer protect against potential 
nuclear threats. 

Dr Arnab Basu, Kromek chief executive 
[pictured], said: “D3S is at the forefront 
of innovative solutions being adopted by 
governments worldwide for countering 
nuclear terrorism.”



16

Guest contributor 
Graeme Feechan_

The future of office space
What the future holds for the places we spend our working days 

in is one of the most interesting questions to have come out of the 
coronavirus pandemic. With flexibility and collaboration the new 
watchwords, ADP Architecture’s commercial director Graeme 

Feechan looks ahead to how office space will continue to adapt to 
our new ways of working.

Words by Graeme Feechan
ADP Architecture commercial director

42020 was a year when the virtual 

triumphed over the physical in almost 

every way, and social distancing measures 

have tested communities to breaking point.

It’s therefore somewhat ironic that 

community spaces – real, physical spaces 

– are set to be the biggest long-term 

benefactors of the lessons we’ve learned.

Although measures to control the 

COVID-19 pandemic have varied wildly, 

a few key pieces of advice have stayed 

consistent.

Perhaps the most enduring – short of 

washing your hands – has been to work 

from home if you can, and few could have 

anticipated just how much we’d realise we 

can work from home.

Conventional office space represents a 

huge portion of our highly connected and 

amenable city centres – second only to 

retail space.

With the realisation that working from 

home is possible on a wide scale, those 

spaces that survive will need to adapt.

This challenge shouldn’t surprise us; the 

days of rows and rows of white desks in 

vast, open-plan, mechanically ventilated 

spaces have been numbered for some 

time.

A new generation of employees, fresh 

out of university where flexible, creative 

and collaborative ways of working have 

become the norm, have partly driven 

this change. But the pandemic – and the 

technological advances that have followed 

– have stripped away any lingering wish to 

have staff in a single room from Monday to 

Friday. At ADP, we’re drawing on our higher 

education experience to design workplaces 

where people can safely meet, interact and 

share ideas in inspiring settings.

The key is adding value in an era of more 

choice, and new workplaces will need to 

offer facilities that are unavailable at home, 

while actively promoting wellbeing.

Not all office space can adapt to this 

style of working, and we’ll see many other 

uses – including residential, healthcare and 

education – making their way into prime 

city centre locations. We should welcome 

these with open arms.

Our planning system and sectorised 

economy – fuelled by political dogma – 

have spent many years hollowing out our 

town and city centres.

In their place came monocultural 

shopping or working zones, which 

become inactive and even unsafe at 

different times of the day, week and 

year. While small towns and villages are 

benefiting from commuters who live 

there now staying put, our city centres 

will need time and creativity from a wide 

range of stakeholders if they’re to evolve 

successfully.

As we play our own part in this, it’s 

important to remember the lessons we 

learned in 2020 – most important of 

which is that people are the basis of our 

economy, and that by acting together, we 

can create and learn to value places which 

reflect our diverse needs.

At Contents Design, we see the 

future of the workplace being a 

hybrid of working from home, at a 

community hub and at a ‘central 

experience’.

The ‘central experience’ will be 

a place to bring everyone together 

to experience the vision, brand, 

goal and character of a business, 

and then feel energised to be 

productive anywhere, with a sense 

of purpose and belonging.

Community hubs will be either 

co-working spaces or dedicated 

satellite locations within local 

communities (high streets) to allow 

people to work, meet and socialise 

near the places they live.

The space in which you work 

will no longer be a sea of uniform 

desks and chairs, but an inspiring 

environment based upon activity 

themes such as social, meet, 

collaborate and concentrate. 

The benefits of this hybrid 

workspace are fewer cars, less 

travel time, increased productivity, 

greater wellbeing and healthier 

lifestyles, which is better for 

employees, employers and the 

planet.

By Nigel Scorer, director at interior 
architecture and design practice 
Contents Design

An inspiring environment 
to work
Design
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When Sir Philip Green’s Arcadia 

empire tumbled into administration 

late last year, just hours before high 

street bellwether Debenhams, it 

marked another significant body blow 

for the UK’s traditional retail sector.

Having fought to stave off the rise of 

online shopping’s convenience factor 

for years, the ‘bricks and mortar’ 

landscape was sent into a tailspin by 

COVID-19. 

With enforced store closures and 

many customers taking a safety-first 

approach to physical shopping, the 

pandemic provided a cruel tipping 

point for some of the high streets most 

well-known names.

But could there yet be hope amid 

the despair?

According to a report from PWC, 

retail – and therefore the high street 

– can remain a strong element within 

the wider shopping sphere, as long as 

businesses adapt to the ever-changing 

landscape.

Arguing the COVID-19 crisis has 

“simply accelerated a restructuring 

that was already needed”, PWC says 

that “while the pandemic has created 

a step change in underlying consumers 

trends, whatever happens, retail will 

come out of this smaller but stronger.”

Shopping’s changing landscape
Retail

4While the collapse of big names 

like Debenhams and Arcadia has 

understandably captured headlines, the 

problems of struggling chains typically go 

back much further than COVID-19.

Debenhams, for example, is a business 

saddled with debt, and with too many 

stores on onerous leases. 

Arcadia, meanwhile, has failed to invest 

enough in its iconic brands, e-commerce 

sites or instore ‘wow factor’, and has fallen 

behind rivals as a result.

However, for every struggling retailer, 

there is another showing how it’s done. 

The enforced closure of ‘non-essential 

retailers’ during lockdown impacted 

everyone, but those with desirable 

products, efficient operations and a clear 

sense of who their customers are – such 

as Next and Primark – have been best 

equipped to bounce back.

At the same time, one silver lining 

of the pandemic has been consumers’ 

growing appetite to ‘shop local’.

During the first lockdown, many 

shoppers discovered, or rediscovered, 

the appeal of local, independent shops, 

and there is a strong sense of that trend 

having continued.

Again, none of this is new, but 

COVID-19 has turbocharged the high 

street trends that were already underway 

before: the relative decline of big-name 

stores; a renewed appetite for distinctive, 

local experiences; and, alongside, a 

recognition that the most successful 

high streets are those that combine 

shopping with a wide range of social and 

community uses.

Durham, where I manage the Indie 

Durham City business support project 

for City of Durham Parish Council, 

exemplifies many of these trends. 

Some national chains have indeed 

departed – mostly due to problems or 

strategy changes at the UK level – but 

there is also plenty of cause for optimism. 

Major developments in the city show it 

remains a popular place to invest and do 

business, while a raft of new independent 

retail openings in November and 

December demonstrate that, even amid 

adversity, there is opportunity. 

With 2021 bringing more city centre 

housing, leisure and hotels – plus the 

long-awaited Durham Distillery attraction 

– Durham is doing all the right things.

For too long, we encouraged mono-use 

retail quarters that were deserted after 

hours and made every city look and feel 

the same. 

The emerging high street is vibrant, 

mixed-use and full of local personality 

– which is something to be genuinely 

positive about.

Guest contributor
Graham Soult_

Words by Graham Soult
Retail consultant at CannyInsights.com

The high street keeps evolving – but 
it is far from dead

It’s fair to say that 2020 was a challenging year for bricks-and-
mortar retail and hospitality businesses – but even amid the 

COVID-19 pandemic, there are reasons to be positive about the 
future of our high streets, says Graham Soult.
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The recently announced £4 billion 
Levelling Up Fund is the Government’s 
latest attempt to show communities 
across the North of England that it 
is serious about reducing regional 
inequalities. 

While the funding will undoubtedly 
bring benefits to communities in the 
North, which could use some additional 
investment, some groups have said that 
it’s an opportunity missed to further the 
devolution agenda. 

Speaking to North East Times, Sarah 
Longlands, director at the IPPR North 
think tank, says: “To me, the fund 
doesn’t really start to deal with some of 
the fundamentals of why we have such 
an unlevel country.” 

Around 66 per cent of the North 
of England is covered by some kind 
of devolution deal, yet none of the 
£4 billion Levelling Up Fund will be 
allocated to the combined authorities 
created as a result of these settlements. 

Sarah says: “I know it’s difficult 
because we have a patchwork of 
devolution arrangements across the 
UK, but the Government could have 
considered some devolved funding 
allocations. 

“We’ve started down the road on 
devolution, but now we need to say that 
devolution could help us reimagine how 

democracy could be improved and how 
we could better involve people in the 
decisions that really affect their lives.”

Sarah believes regional inequalities 
are going to take a long time to reverse 
and that competitive funds controlled 
by Westminster (i.e. the Levelling Up 
Fund) may not be the best way to 
achieve that. 

For her, devolution holds the key to a 
more regionally equal UK. 

Fortunately, the wheels of devolution 
are already in motion. 

She adds: “We have moved forward 
in that we’ve got mayors now in 
different parts of the North, who are 
starting to punch above their weight. 
“Devolution isn’t a one-off event. 

“Once the genie is out of the bottle, 
the Government won’t be able to put it 
back in.”

Who is responsible for levelling up? 

The question of whether or not the Government is making good on its promise to level up poorer 
parts of the country is one of the most important and contentious subjects in regional economic 

development circles. But is it really down to the Government to fix regional inequalities or does this 
longstanding issue require a more holistic approach? Richard Dawson asks Made Tech chief executive 

Rory MacDonald the question of who is responsible for levelling up?

Words by Richard Dawson

4Levelling up does not belong to any individual, business or 

government – it is something all of us must work together to 

achieve. 

Much has been made of it being the Boris Johnson levelling 

up agenda, but in reality, the principle of tackling inequalities 

between the English regions is one that the UK has been 

grappling with for some time. 

The recently announced £4 billion Levelling Up Fund is the 

latest contribution from the Government, but in and of itself, this 

will not deliver the equanimity we seek. 

To see a genuine reduction in the prosperity gap between 

London and the South East and regions like the North East, we 

need a holistic approach whereby individuals, businesses and 

governments each play their part. 

For individuals, it’s about re-evaluating where they want to live 

and work. For businesses, it’s about taking another look at the 

world beyond the M25. For the Government, it’s about working to 

make the regions more attractive to both of the above. 

One business looking at what it can do to support levelling up 

is Made Tech – the public sector technology delivery provider for 

Government departments that include HM Revenue & Customs, 

the Department for Education, Ministry of Justice and the 

Government Digital Service. 

The London-based company’s chief executive Rory MacDonald 

is a big supporter of levelling up and has recently opened three 

new locations in Manchester, Bristol and Swansea, with plans for 

a Newcastle office in the pipeline. 

He says: “Fundamentally, I believe there’s too much wealth 

concentrated in the South and we need to do more to encourage 

businesses away from London.

“That’s part of the reason we embarked on a regionalisation 

strategy around 12 months ago. 

“We were servicing the public sector, but mostly servicing it by 

travelling a lot so, the thinking was, if we have closer proximity to 

our customers, we can be a more effective partner. 

“But it was also about regional job creation and building the 

The wheels of devolution are 
already in motion
Politics
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skills our business needs in the regions.

“Newcastle is going to be a really 

important area for us moving forward 

because the North East is such a hub for 

the public sector. There are a number of 

organisations in the region we’re looking 

to work with.” 

On the whole, Rory supports the 

emphasis behind the new Levelling Up 

Fund, but for him, the real change has to 

come from business. 

“Any investment into levelling up is a 

positive thing,” he explains. “The onus has 

to be on business though.

“I think the Government is there to 

stimulate it, to encourage levelling up to 

happen, but the onus has got to be on 

businesses to actually bite the bullet and 

be based outside of London and the South 

East.” 

One thing that might encourage 

businesses to bite that bullet is having 

a strong regional talent pool to draw 

from. This can be achieved by making the 

regions more attractive for people to be 

based in. 

COVID-19 might have actually helped 

matters in this respect. 

“There’s a lot of people living in London 

who are questioning why they are living in 

London,” Rory explains. 

A combination of sky-high house 

prices, long commutes and overcrowding 

have long cast a shadow over life in the 

capital. 

But in the context of coronavirus, where 

working from home has become the 

norm, many people are wondering if it’s 

still necessary to tolerate these downsides 

or whether a change of scenery could be 

in order. 

This is where regions like the North 

East could have a real opportunity. 

Lower living costs and ease of access 

to coast and countryside are selling points 

we Northerners have been waxing lyrical 

about since the dawn of time. 

But the pandemic has given these 

benefits fresh currency with the kind of 

people we need to attract here moving 

forward.  

“COVID-19 could really help drive that 

agenda forward more quickly than many 

people anticipated,” adds Rory. 

Getting the right skills into the regions 

is a key component of levelling up 

because businesses go where the skills 

are. 

That’s why Rory believes investing in 

skills would be the best way to make use 

of the Levelling Up Fund. 

He says: “Things like infrastructure 

investment are positive because they help 

reduce bottlenecks to collaboration and 

connectivity. But it’s the development of 

people and skills that is most important. 

“It’s those skills that will drive 

entrepreneurialism and start new 

businesses and create opportunities. 

“I haven’t seen enough about that in 

my view, in terms of what’s going to be 

done to develop the right skills moving 

forward.”

The Levelling Up Fund is essentially an 

attempt the boost prosperity in parts of 

the country that have been short of it. 

But what’s clear is that its success 

depends on far more than a £4 billion 

commitment from the Government. 

It depends on individuals and 

businesses biting the bullet and relocating 

to the regions, following the example of 

companies like Made Tech. 

Only with this holistic approach 

will the UK be able to push away from 

the unwanted title of being the most 

regionally unequal country in the 

developed world.
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SIMON SINEK IS UNLIKELY TO VISIT SUNDERLAND 
any time soon.

But if the international author and motivational 

speaker ever does arrive on Wearside’s shores, he will 

be buoyed by what he sees.

The pioneer of the ‘WHY’ theory – which argues 

people fail to truly buy into a product, service, 

movement or idea until they have understood the 

‘WHY’ behind it – is an equally fierce advocate of 

business leader empathy.

Which is why, if he makes it to Sunderland, and 

specifically the offices of market research and strategic 

marketing agency MMC, the British-born American will 

feel right at home.

Led by Natasha McDonough, MMC has its finger on 

the pulse of the North East’s business landscape, with 

Sinek’s values at the heart of its health check.

Conducting detailed market research – including 

both qualitative and quantitative methodologies – it 

gauges the proficiency of clients’ messaging and 

output, which in turn leads to meaningful improvement.

“When we carry out market research, we always 

keep in mind that whatever we find out for clients has 

to be meaningful, and it has to help them transform the 

way they operate and communicate,” says Natasha.

“The insights we reveal often provide what we call 

the ‘meaningful why’.”

The list of operators to have benefited from MMC’s 

analysis has grown over recent months, with many 

adjusting their approach to COVID-19 messaging with 

the support of Natasha and her experienced team of 

researchers and marketing strategists. 

When Sunderland Improvement District (BID) needed 

help to understand consumers’ appetite for a city 

centre return amid ongoing pandemic restrictions, it 

turned to MMC. 

Sunderland City Council’s public health and 

communications teams also called on them for 

assistance in understanding their residents’ perceptions 

of COVID-19 restrictions, with housing provider 

Bernicia tapping into MMC’s expertise to better 

appreciate their employees’ stance on remote working.

“With Sunderland BID, our research discovered 

that people still wanted to support their local city 

centre, however, they wanted to see things like active 

cleaning in public spaces,” says Natasha, who has also 

volunteered time to be part of a taskforce focused on 

the economic recovery from COVID-19.

“The cleaning was happening, but by putting 

videos on social media, the BID could showcase it and 

therefore improve the impact of their messaging.

“Furthermore, our work with Sunderland City 

Council helped them better understand how to engage 

with some of their more vulnerable communities by 

running a peer research programme,” says Natasha, 

whose research team’s qualifications include a PhD 

in Public Health, Msc in Epidemiology, Prince2 and 

Market Research Society qualifications.

“We discovered that people want to be empathised 

with and thanked for their co-operation with the 

COVID-19 measures in place. 

“Our work helped them find the right tone with their 

messaging, which then fed into the region’s wider 

campaign led by the LA7,” continues Natasha, who 

founded MMC in 2015.

“Bernicia very quickly wanted to know how staff felt 

about going into the workplace, and adopting agile 

working, and our support meant they were able to 

make people feel valued and safe immediately. 

“We carried out in-depth, discreet interviews with 

various staff members and then pulled together a 

thematic analysis of our findings alongside a staff 

survey, which resulted in recommendations on how to 

roll out agile working.”

Although highlighting MMC’s proficiency during the 

pandemic, such work also provides a valuable window 

into the future.

With many businesses plotting new courses 

following COVID-19, MMC’s insight, says Natasha, will 

act as a compass to map out their respective journeys.

“We can answer questions that companies perhaps 

didn’t even know they had,” she says.

“We can explore opportunities in new markets, 

run competitor analysis, and produce go-to-market 

strategies off the back of them. 

Research_
Advertorial_MMC

A finger on the pulse

Research and strategic marketing agency 
MMC is providing crucial insight that is 
helping companies and organisations move 
forward in an ever-changing landscape. 
Steven Hugill speaks to managing director 
Natasha McDonough to find out more.

@MMC_Research
www.mmc.agency

MMC
-
Natasha 
McDonough 
is the founder 
and managing 
director at 
Sunderland-
based MMC. She 
is also a Council 
member and 
area chair for 
the North East 
England Chamber 
of Commerce, 
a governor at 
University of 
Sunderland and 
was awarded 
Fellow status by 
the Chartered 
Institute of 
Marketing in 2017. 
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“We’re also able to support start-ups through some 

of our ERDF fully-funded programmes, which we run 

on behalf of Digital City in Teesside and Sunderland 

Software City,” says Natasha.

However, it isn’t just organisations rallying against 

COVID-19 where MMC – which late last year became 

research partner to Sunderland AFC’s Foundation of 

Light charity – is finding market traction.

The company’s expertise is also helping businesses 

invert established beliefs and practices that have, in 

some cases, become detrimental to their progress.

“There exists the danger of presumption, where 

companies presume they’re doing everything they can 

for a client, but we reveal there’s way more opportunity 

available,” says Natasha.

“We work with a fantastic engineering company 

called Owben, which counts Nissan as one of its 

biggest clients.

“By interviewing some of their clients, we were able 

to find out what their customers wanted from them 

and what their customers didn’t understand about their 

wider offer. 

“This resulted in an in-depth report helping them 

understand their ‘WHY’, which we then translated into 

a marketing strategy – off the back of which they’ve 

been able to land a deal this year that will potentially 

turn into six figures.”

It isn’t just the commercial landscape that holds 

MMC’s line of focus, though.

Last year, the company worked with the Association 

of Directors of Public Health (ADPH) in the region on 

a study exploring the correlation between debt and 

suicide.

MMC undertook an academic literature review 

before performing a service mapping exercise to assess 

how local authorities help individuals with extreme 

mental health and financial issues. 

Natasha says: “Our team identified areas of best 

practice and then presented ways forward in a shared 

learning event where we delivered the findings in a 

virtual event to more than 80 public and mental health 

professionals.”

Natasha also last year offered her staff counselling 

sessions and surveyed leaders nationally to evaluate 

the mental impact of COVID-19.

The study, supported by the North East England 

Chamber of Commerce and North East Counselling 

Service, found more than half of businessowners 

felt their mental health had worsened since the 

first lockdown, and Natasha says it has already laid 

foundations for a refreshed approach to wellbeing.

“Empathy is at the core of our values here at MMC,” 

she says.

“I struggled with my own mental health during the 

first lockdown – anxiety and concern about balancing 

home schooling and the running of the businesses. 

“I thought that if I felt like this then others must be 

doing so too, and I wanted to see what kind of help and 

support people wanted,” continues Natasha.

“There is a lot of business coaching out there, but 

sometimes you want to talk about how you’re doing 

mentally, rather than just financially!

“The response of the survey was overwhelming – 

it showed me that people really value peer-to-peer 

support and our findings helped with a couple of events 

the Chamber held too.

“Social support is definitely something we’ll develop 

more in 2021 and across future years.”

Research_
Advertorial_MMC
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“You are what you do, not what you say you’ll do.”

Those words belong to psychologist Carl Jung 

but could so easily be framed on the wall of Jackson 

Hogg’s Newcastle office.

As people, Jung theorised that we are defined by our 

commitment to actions, rather than words.

The Swiss died in the early 1960s, but at specialist 

global recruitment and outsourced people services 

partner Jackson Hogg, his philosophy lives on.

“We are much more than just a North East 

recruitment agency, our core value is care, it is central 

to everything we do and we live out our values every 

day” says founder and chief executive Richard Hogg.

“We go above and beyond for companies – we help 

them achieve growth and prosperity through their 

people.”

The support Richard alludes to is delivered via 

a number of strands, which when bound together, 

provide value-driven talent services that span from 

professional entry level through to senior board 

appointments.

Adopting a people-led approach, Jackson Hogg 

tailors services to meet clients’ specifications, with 

bespoke support programmes offering partners – 

which include many well-known North East firms, 

as well as companies across the Atlantic in the USA 

– invaluable assistance with recruitment, networking, 

training and HR.

Working internationally across sectors that include 

manufacturing, engineering, science and technology, 

the company is also building an ever-increasing 

reputation in the pharmaceutical, life sciences and 

construction industries. 

All of which, says Richard, differentiates the business 

markedly from competitors – and further highlights its 

commitment to delivering tangible, effective action.

“We provide outsourced HR services and bespoke 

training programmes,” says Richard, who set up the 

firm in 2012.

“Having someone with the ability to go out and 

speak to businesses and provide effective HR advice is 

invaluable, as is our associate training offering.

“The latter is all about upskilling, developing and 

mentoring, and we connect clients with experts in 

relevant fields who input valuable knowledge to a 

team,” continues Richard, who reveals the business is 

working with companies in the UK’s life science ‘golden 

triangle’ of Oxford, Cambridge and London.

A flagship element within Jackson Hogg’s support 

framework, however, is its Talent Partnerships.

Acting as internal recruitment managers, its Talent 

Partners work on-site with clients of all sizes to lead 

the employment process, which, says chief operations 

officer Anthony Broadhead, delivers clients’ headcount 

plans whilst increasing the speed of recruitment, 

controlling cost and improving the candidate journey.

“Our Talent Partners bind us with a client; we 

essentially become one company ensuring our service 

is delivered with an alignment of values.

“They are a hugely differentiating factor between us 

and the rest of the marketplace.

“Dedicated members of the team are accountable 

to the hiring managers and senior decision-makers and 

liaise with our specialist consultants on assignments to 

ensure the best people that meet clients’ requirements 

are chosen for interview.

“It means clients are happy and have real-time 

communication and feedback with management 

information at any time.

“We can do that because of the talent we have, and 

because of the values, culture and processes we have 

in place,” adds Anthony, who reveals the business has 

recently taken on a duo with considerable life sciences 

sector experience to bolster its offering in that sphere.

Advancing recruitment into valued talent partnerships
The businesses that succeed are the ones that truly understand their values and deliver on 
their promises. Jackson Hogg is one such company. Having regained momentum built up 
before lockdown, the Newcastle firm is pressing ahead with international expansion plans 
from its regional base – all while remaining committed to providing its long-standing clients 
with the tailored, personal services they have come to expect. Steven Hugill finds out more.

www.jacksonhogg.com
@JacksonHoggRec
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Jackson Hogg
-
Based in Walker, 
Newcastle, 
Jackson Hogg 
has earned praise 
from a number of 
clients, including 
Alnwick-based 
Arcinova and 
Gateshead 
engineering 
firm WHP 
Engineering. The 
latter describes 
the company 
as having 
“exceptional” 
regional 
and national 
knowledge and 
wanting “our 
business to have 
the best and 
succeed.”

Providing clients with valuable resources and 

market information, says Richard, reflects Jackson 

Hogg’s overriding commitment to partners’ enduring 

achievements across future years.

Rivals may look for short-term successes, but 

Jackson Hogg is built on entirely different foundations.

And that platform has ensured all Talent Partnership 

clients have extended beyond their initial contract.

“It is all about long-term relationships; we are not 

one-hit wonders and are constantly raising the bar,” 

says Richard, who studied a Mechanical Engineering 

degree at Newcastle University and worked in 

consultancy before founding Jackson Hogg.

“By providing clients with the right talent, we are 

helping them capitalise on opportunities.

Anthony adds: “We are not just building teams; 

we are building relationships – and our client base is 

extremely loyal.

“One previously likened working with us as going 

into their favourite restaurant’s kitchen and seeing 

everything looking clean and organised.

“That speaks volumes about what we do.”

Richard continues: “The impact of what we can do also 

has an absolutely phenomenal impact on people’s lives.

“When we look at connecting candidates with 

clients, we go the extra mile and ask ourselves, ‘what 

would we do if it was a family member?’”

To emphasise the point, the company last year 

launched the Jackson Hogg Open Network.

A free open access platform for highly-skilled 

workers out of work, it allows businesses to engage 

and advertise directly with immediately available 

professionals in STEM-driven industries.

The response, says Richard, has been very positive, 

with the network planned to continue across 2021 

expanding nationally.

Another area where Jackson Hogg is mapping out 

substantial growth is across its business ecosystem.

It recently began conducting ‘executive interviews’, 

with figures such as Sedgefield-based Kromek chief 

executive Dr Arnab Basu, which it is using to gain 

crucial insight into the ever-changing dynamics of the 

North East’s business landscape.

“We want the best network and best client 

experience,” says Richard, who counts more than 30 

colleagues in his team. 

“We want to be at the forefront of knowledge in 

sectors and be connected with the best people.”

And it is such a framework, says Richard, that will 

help propel Jackson Hogg to further national and 

international success.

From its proud Newcastle headquarters, he says 

the business is extremely well placed to grow globally, 

with its strong financial base – and ever-increasing 

reputation – making Jackson Hogg a desirable 

proposition for clients worldwide.

They will, he says, include partners in the USA, 

where the company is enjoying growing traction.

“We are hugely ambitious and really hungry for 

growth,” says Richard.

“The business is in a strong position – we had our 

best-ever month in February 2020 just before the 

lockdown and then saw 30 per cent year-on-year 

growth in November, with December following a very 

similar path.

“Our future pipeline looks very good.

“In the USA, we are working with partners in 

Pennsylvania, Ohio, Massachusetts and New York, and 

only recently did someone contact us from New York 

to tell us how thrilled she was with the role we’d helped 

her secure, given everything that happened during 

2020.

He adds: “In five years’ time, we intend to have 

a business of 150 colleagues that is growing multi-

nationally.

“We will always have our headquarters in Newcastle, 

which we will use to retain and expand our very strong 

UK presence and growing reputation in the USA, 

working within manufacturing, engineering, science 

and technology driven sectors.”

Recruitment_ 
Advertorial_Jackson Hogg
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A RECIPE FOR RECOVERY

Words by Steven Hugill

Photography by Christopher Owens
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AFTER STARTING OUT AS A YOUNGSTER IN THE KITCHEN OF A LOCAL RESTAURANT, 
DAVE COULSON WENT ON TO BUILD A CAREER AS A CHEF ACROSS THE REGION BEFORE 
CO-FOUNDING NEWCASTLE’S PEACE & LOAF IN 2013. APPEARING ON HIT BBC COOKERY 
SHOWS MASTERCHEF: THE PROFESSIONALS AND GREAT BRITISH MENU, HIS CV ALSO 
INCLUDES MICHELIN GUIDE RECOGNITION AND TWO AA ROSETTES. HOWEVER, WITH 
COVID-19 LOCKDOWNS IMPACTING HEAVILY ON THE HOSPITALITY SECTOR AND 
FORCING HIS RESTAURANT INTO TEMPORARY CLOSURES, DAVE HAS PIVOTED AND 
LAUNCHED THE PEACE OF PIE VENTURE TO KICK BACK AGAINST CORONAVIRUS AND LAY 
THE FOUNDATIONS FOR POST-PANDEMIC SUCCESS.

4“I just want to cook in my restaurant 

again; it’s what my life is.”

Dave Coulson is sat in the shadows 

of Peace & Loaf, the growing dimness 

of another cold Newcastle afternoon a 

perfect accompaniment for his thoughts.

Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, Dave’s 

venture – previously acknowledged by 

the blue-ribbon Michelin Guide and 

awarded AA Rosettes – was a thriving 

gastronomical hub, with diners queuing 

to sample the makings of a chef who, 

as an ebullient, self-taught, mid-20-

year-old, reached the final of BBC show 

Masterchef: The Professionals in 2010.

The landscape now, however, is 

markedly different.

Dave is not in his chef whites but jeans, 

a thick jumper, coat and hat to guard 

against the winter’s chill.

His Jesmond-based restaurant stands 

idle, its lights are turned off and its tables 

are empty, the outside bustle of cars and 

pedestrians a cruel juxtaposition against 

its suspended state.

Like so many other hospitality 

operators, Dave has borne the brunt of 

Government measures to stem the tide of 

COVID-19 infections.

And it’s been a hard time.

When the North East emerged from 

England’s November lockdown, its 

restaurants and eateries – in their 

traditional forms – didn’t.

For 35-year-old Dave, the situation 

compounded the financial strain brought 

by the national lockdown in spring last 

year.

With venues across London, the South 

East and South West and the Home 

Counties, as well as small pockets in the 

North West, Midlands and Yorkshire, 

permitted to re-open in early December 

amid changes to COVID-19 tiers – in the 

process benefiting from crucial Christmas 

trade – Dave says he and his fellow North 

East restauranteurs have been “hard done 

by”.

And he also believes the sector has 

been unfairly labelled, with ministers 

too quick to apportion blame for any 

increases in coronavirus cases to eateries. 

“I love the restaurant, I love my staff, I 

love my customers and I want it to work, 

but at the moment, it is empty, and the 

place is absolutely freezing,” says chef-
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patron Dave, who followed up his TV 

debut on Masterchef with an appearance 

on the BBC’s Great British Menu in 2018.  

“It is ridiculous that restaurants in 

London – a city with nine million people 

– were allowed to open again but that 

we couldn’t up here in the North East,” 

says Dave, who was speaking before the 

capital and the South East were placed 

into tier four restrictions. 

“Christmas is harvest time for the 

restaurant industry and the Government 

basically cancelled the harvest season for 

us with its decision to put us in tier three 

of the COVID-19 restrictions. 

“Imagine if they took harvest away from 

a farmer?

“The hospitality sector has been made 

out to be the scapegoat, with claims that 

a lot of coronavirus cases were coming 

from pubs and restaurants,” continues 

Dave, who was forced to furlough 12 

members of staff due to the pandemic’s 

effects.

“When we are allowed to re-open, it’s 

going to be like starting all over again.

“The cost of re-starting – buying your 

ingredients, restocking your wine – is 

going to be huge, and the Government 

are expecting us to do that ourselves,” 

adds Dave, who founded Peace & Loaf 

with Bob Arora in 2013.

“We will survive this, but there are 

others that unfortunately won’t.”

To help ensure the enduring success 

Dave alludes to becomes reality, he has 

rolled out a new venture at the back of his 

restaurant.

Peace & Loaf will remain his main 

endeavour, but, acknowledging the 

impact of the first lockdown, the 

social distancing measures placed 

upon operators during the summer 

and the proliferation of associated 

takeaway services, he pivoted to 

launch a convenience offshoot aimed 

at replenishing restaurant revenues and 

safeguarding against further legislative 

changes.

That undertaking was Peace of Pie – 

and it is proving a major success.

Offering customers flavours such as 

beef bourguignon, currywurst, saag 

aloo, mince and dumpling, and a chicken 

creation based on a recipe he used in 

the Masterchef final, Dave, who makes 

the pies alongside a skeleton kitchen 

team, says the response has been 

overwhelming.

“The restaurant is closed but the 

kitchen is still working, and we are 

probably making 1000 pies a week,” 

reveals Dave, who originally hails from 

Wingate, County Durham.

“I’m not Nostradamus, but I knew 

something was going to come again after 

the first lockdown.

“When that one ended, we had to 

lose about 20 seats so we could abide 

by social-distancing rules, and that was 

when we decided to set up the pie shop.

“People love pies, it’s just a fact of life. 

They go crazy for them and they’ve flown 

out since we started.

“We’re here Thursday, Friday and 

Saturday selling our pies,” continues 

Dave, whose skills as a chef saw him 

spend time at Michel Roux Jr’s London-

based two Michelin-starred La Gavroche 

restaurant in 2011.

“We start at 10am and are here until 

they sell out – we go through hundreds 

every day.

“Someone said to me recently that this 

was the most positive thing to have come 

out of both lockdowns. 

“That not only proves to me that people 

are enjoying what we are doing, but it is 

also testament to the work we’re putting 

in and the direction we’ve taken.

“My dream was always to have a 

restaurant and a pie shop, and we’ve done 

it, albeit thanks to the pandemic.

“We are doing this for our survival.

“We don’t want to see the hard work 

we’ve put in to set up and grow this 

business go down the pan.”

For Dave, Peace & Loaf – and now 

Peace of Pie – represent more than just 

commercial ventures, though; they are 

a reflection of him and his life journey, 

which, could all easily have been so 

different.

Upon leaving school, Dave enrolled on 
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a course at East Durham College’s football 

academy in 2000. 

However, as talented a midfielder as he 

was, Dave was never destined for a career 

in the Beautiful Game.

His peers might have been comfortable 

on cutting nomadic trails through English 

football’s outposts, but Dave was plotting 

another course entirely, swapping 

creativity on the pitch for vision and 

inspiration in the kitchen.

“I joined the academy but left soon 

afterwards,” he recalls.

“I didn’t like wearing tracksuits – I was 

a bit of punk when I was a teenager – and 

although I was a good footballer, I just 

didn’t want to conform.

“From the people who were on the 

course with me, I think one lad went on 

to play for Stockport County when they 

were in League Two, and another played 

non-league with Whitby Town.

“But I was different – I’d always been 

interested in food and by this point I was 

working in a kitchen.

“My interest in food had started when I 

was younger; I’d run home from school to 

watch Ready, Steady, Cook.

“I would see chefs like Tony Tobin, 

Brian Turner, Ainsley Harriott and the late 

Gary Rhodes – who was brilliant – and be 

totally inspired by what they were doing.”

After beginning his career at Castle 

Eden Inn while still at school, Dave began, 

like so many before him, washing pots 

and providing support in the kitchen.

However, unlike many of his 

contemporaries, he eschewed the 

classroom in favour of real-life work 

experience with colleagues at the County 

Durham venue, which he says laid the 

foundations for future success.

And when he was handed responsibility 

for the restaurant’s starter course, his 

interest really piqued, and he began to 

translate his innate creativity, and the 

methods of his cookery idols, into tangible 

dishes. 

“I didn’t go to college, I just started 

working – I think that’s what they mean 

when they say self-taught,” laughs Dave, 

who supports The People’s Kitchen and 

organisations including The Brain Tumour 

Charity.

“There were two head chefs and me at 

Castle Eden Inn and I learned a lot from 

them.

“But I also worked with a lot of good 

chefs and people at places like Seaham 

Hall, McCoys at The Baltic, and The Star 

Inn, at Harome, North Yorkshire, which 

gave me an excellent grounding.”

This platform helped give Dave the 

confidence to apply for Masterchef: 

The Professionals – and cook under the 

microscope of the great Michel Roux Jr.

“Masterchef was class”, says Dave, who 

also previously appeared alongside ‘Hairy 

Bikers’ Si King and Dave Myers during one 

of their BBC cookery shows.

“I was only 24 when I applied, but I 

went in feeling absolutely fearless; I just 

knew I was going to get into the final. 

“However, when I progressed through 

the rounds and actually got to the final, 

I didn’t have a plan and I just flopped – it 

was a proper ‘classic Coulson’ moment,” 

he laughs.

“But I still really enjoyed the experience.

“It was crazy to think the people whose 

books you’ve got on your shelves at home 

were now judging you and your food.

“But it was also a privilege, and I felt 

extremely lucky to be part of it.”

And, as he looks back on overcoming 

such challenges, Dave says he is keen to 

get started again in the kitchen to build a 

stronger future for his business.

“This is a dream job – it’s the job I 

wanted to do when I first started learning 

to become a chef.

“I love being busy and thinking of new 

ideas and ways to be creative with food.

“Now all I want is to be back in the 

restaurant and continuing the work 

we’ve started.”

DAVE COULSON, 

CHEF-PATRON & CO-FOUNDER

WWW.PEACEANDLOAF.CO.UK
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JOHN DEVITT WAS AHEAD OF THE CURVE WHEN 

COVID-19 began its surge in late 2019.

A martial arts enthusiast, he watched as members 

of the region’s Asian community rallied to send face 

masks to family and friends in China and Hong Kong.

It was something of an epiphany for John, who, 

having spearheaded Recovery4Life’s programmes 

on drug and alcohol testing and mental wellbeing in 

the workplace, realised the company could pivot its 

services to help combat the pandemic.

“When we went into the first lockdown in March last 

year, we really began looking at how we could help 

manage the situation,” he says.

“When we are dealing with drug and alcohol 

dependency issues, we are dealing with chaotic lives 

and behaviour.

“Our model is based on putting structure into that 

chaos, so we had ready-made processes to understand 

how we could do that with COVID-19.”

One of the ways the Gateshead-based firm has 

added to the UK’s coronavirus response has been 

through using its expertise with drug and alcohol 

testing to take on rapid antigen and antibody testing, 

and further laboratory-based analysis around 

COVID-19.

Providing results, in some cases in as little as 15 

minutes – from samples taken at its clinics or from 

clients’ workplaces – the company is, says John, 

playing a crucial role.

“We got into testing because of the psychological 

effect and impact COVID-19 has had on mental health,” 

says chief executive John.

“With a lot of our clients, the first thing they did 

wasn’t to worry about transmission, it was fear of the 

virus itself.

“So we started looking at our internal models 

and took in what the Scientific Advisory Group for 

Emergencies (SAGE) was saying and what the World 

Health Organisation was saying, and then looked 

at why countries like South Korea, Taiwan and New 

Zealand had done so well to control COVID-19.

“We also looked at testing behaviours and how the 

NHS was working to identify clues for patients that 

needed the most care.

“We saw there was a need to test to limit 

transmission, and how that needed to be done with a 

fast response.

“So we invested in tests, which we believe to be the 

best in the market and processes that were different to 

anything else out there.”

Such is the strength of Recovery4Life’s analysis 

methods that they have attracted the attention of 

businesses across the North East, as well as clients 

overseas, with the Multinational Force and Observers 

organisation – which oversees peace between Egypt 

and Israel – one of the earliest adopters of the firm’s 

antibody testing.

Furthermore, the business is now working with 

Teesside International Airport to deliver antigen, 

antibody and laboratory-based testing across staff and 

flyers, which John says will ramp up across the early 

months of 2021, along with a full occupational health 

Health_
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A tailored approach to future wellbeing
Specialist drug, alcohol and mental health services provider Recovery4Life helps 
private patients and assists businesses to manage risk while supporting staff, improving 
productivity and saving money. However, as Steven Hugill finds out, the Gateshead-based 
firm is also playing a pivotal role in the regional – and international – response to the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

www.recovery4life.co.uk
@Recovery4LifeNE
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service. “We are testing travellers who are going to 

places like the Canary Islands and need a range of 

approaches to meet different entry requirements – 

quickly.

“Our partnership will create a real hub for Teesside, 

supporting the local community, the business 

community and individuals who need or might want 

private testing.”

But that isn’t the total of Recovery4Life’s work on 

COVID-19.

In addition to its raft of testing services, the business 

is running the Passport2Work web-based app and 

previously founded the 20/20 Fund to pay for COVID-19 

testing kits and personal protective equipment (PPE) 

for key workers.

Designed to help businesses pro-actively manage 

coronavirus risks, the free-to-use Passport2Work tool 

considers 14 symptoms, along with any underlying 

health conditions, to identify pre-symptomatic and 

asymptomatic carriers more easily.

“We’re trying to identify the life cycle of the virus and 

Passport2Work operates like a dashboard for people to 

track their symptoms,” says John.

“But it doesn’t just look at one person; the app tracks 

them, as well as the people they live with, those with 

underlying health conditions and if the person lives 

with someone – like a doctor or nurse, for example 

– who are regularly working in environments where 

COVID-19 is prevalent.

“Following Government guidance and international 

best practice, Passport2Work helps make testing, 

occupational health and other support more focused, 

and provides businesses with crucial continuity, in 

terms of keeping staff safely in work or helping them 

get back to work.”

John continues: “When COVID-19 hit our shores, the 

price of PPE rocketed, so we decided to use profits 

from the sale of our tests to help buy equipment.

“One of the first things we did was donate 1000 

bottles of hand gel to local care groups, and we 

actually had people in tears on the doorstep because 

of what the sanitiser meant for them in terms of 

being able to do their jobs without potentially putting 

patients in danger.

“We also bought PPE that was whisked away to care 

homes and community groups, donated to food banks 

and supported organisations like Age UK.

“We spent about £12,000 in the first six months of 

the pandemic. “The fund is still going, and we’ll keep 

topping it up going forward.”

While continuing to invest such support in the battle 

against COVID-19, John says Recovery4Life will also 

remain committed to its core services of drug and 

alcohol testing for business, mental health support and 

associated workplace training.

Companies’ understanding and willingness to 

safeguard employees’ wellbeing is thankfully, says 

John, becoming much more established, with 

many shedding outdated conceptions about their 

responsibilities starting and ending with the traditional 

working day.

However, in a region where John says alcohol-

related hospital admissions are the highest in the UK, 

and where the death rate linked to drugs is one of the 

largest in the country, he believes much work remains 

to be done.

And, he says, that focus has been brought into even 

sharper focus by the effects of COVID-19, with its 

associated lockdowns and social restrictions pushing 

people towards different vices to compensate for their 

reduced social activities.

“People are social animals,” says John, “and the 

isolation that we have all had to get used to is going to 

create a mental health crisis in the future.

“People are looking for comfort – whether that is 

from sugar in a cake, or from taking cocaine, drinking 

or gambling.

“If the mind is in pain, the body is in pain. 

“The situation we find ourselves in is very worrying 

with COVID-19 and its associated job losses and 

furlough, and the uncertainty of Brexit too.

“There is a huge expectation on people to somehow 

muddle through.”

A key element in this response is Recovery4Life’s 

tailored wellbeing services.

“We do drug and alcohol analysis in a different 

way,” says John, whose team has delivered more 

than 500,000 tests over the last 20 years, supporting 

thousands of people across the UK. 

“We’re not here to judge people and believe that 

you can balance workplace safety with supporting the 

health and wellbeing of your people – and offer a full 

range of treatments including heroin and alcohol home 

detoxes for those who need help.

“We are coming from a very strong clinical 

background with our medical director Dr Martin 

Weatherhead, for example, an opiate addiction 

specialist. We speak to people within 24 hours of a 

referral and get them into appointments within 48 

hours. Our services are not a bolt-on for organisations, 

they are fundamental to their operations, and by acting 

so quickly we can nip problems in the bud.”
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AT THE START OF 2020 IT WAS BREXIT, AND ITS 

potential impact on the North East and UK economy, 

that dominated news headlines and was the focus for 

businesses in our region and across the country.

Just three months later, the coronavirus pandemic 

would force Britain into its first national lockdown and 

completely transform life as we knew it.

Writing this article in December 2020 gives me the 

opportunity to reflect on an unprecedented year and 

consider how COVID-19 has impacted the North East 

economy, our ability to attract inward investment and 

our region’s future.

While some sectors of industry in the North East 

have suffered greatly because of the pandemic – arts 

and culture, tourism and hospitality, for example – 

others have seen increased demand, particularly those 

in growing markets like health and life sciences, digital, 

advanced manufacturing and renewable energy. 

In March – right at the beginning of the pandemic 

– British chemical giant INEOS announced a new role 

for its plant in Newton Aycliffe, County Durham. In just 

ten days, it changed its operations to help support the 

country’s demand for hand sanitiser.

North East England’s health and life sciences cluster 

played a key role in the UK’s immediate response to 

COVID-19, with businesses at Newcastle Helix and 

NETPark, in County Durham, delivering vital research 

and development for new drugs and healthcare to fight 

the virus.

Although attracting new inward investment to 

North East England has been challenging during the 

COVID-19 crisis, Invest North East England – working 

closely with its many partners – has been able to help 

deliver some significant successes for the region in 

2020. 

In February, we joined colleagues from North 

Tyneside Council and North of Tyne Combined 

Authority in welcoming Europe’s largest domestic alarm 

provider Verisure UK Services Limited to its new North 

East headquarters at Quorum Business Park. 

Verisure UK has committed to create 1000 new jobs 

in the region.  

In May, Equinor and SSE Renewables – the two 

companies behind the world’s biggest offshore wind 

farm Dogger Bank in the North Sea – announced a new 

multi-million-pound operations and maintenance base 

was to be built at the Port of Tyne, creating more than 

200 jobs. 

The energy sector in North East England is one of the 

region’s biggest growth industries and has a pivotal role 

to play in delivering the Government’s Green Industrial 

Revolution, which aims to create and support up to 

250,000 highly-skilled green jobs in the UK, many of 

which will be here in the North East.

Continuing the North East’s own ‘green revolution’, 

Britishvolt announced in December that it had selected 

a site in Blyth to build a massive electric battery 

gigaplant, which will create 3000 direct jobs and 

another 5000 in the wider supply chain. 

Another huge job-creating project opened last 

summer, with global retail giant Amazon opening a 

new fulfillment centre in County Durham, bringing 

with it 1000 new permanent jobs with many more to be 

created at peak times. 

North East England’s digital sector was given a 

further boost in 2020 with the arrival of leading Irish 

virtual and augmented reality company VRAI. 

The Dublin-based company – which uses virtual 

reality to deliver simulation training for companies 

working in high hazard environments – chose to open 

its first British office in Gateshead after visiting the 

region in 2019 as part of an international delegation 

we hosted in partnership with local councils and the 

Department for International Trade (DIT).

The company’s move is significant for a number of 

reasons. 

North East England’s digital sector is driving forward 

innovations in advanced manufacturing, which is 

another significant growth area for the region.

VRAI is also now part of North East England’s thriving 

immersive technology sector; recognised as a High 

Potential Opportunity (HPO) in the UK by DIT.

Owing to the immersive tech sector’s HPO status, 
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Inward investment vital 
to North East England’s 
economic recovery from 
COVID-19

Guy Currey, director of Invest North East 
England, explains how the coronavirus 
pandemic has impacted inward investment 
in the region in 2020, and how – moving 
forward – inward investment can help the 
region bounce back.
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@InvestNEEngland
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we hosted an online event in December to promote 

the region’s assets to international immersive tech 

companies and DIT’s global network of trade advisers.

This was a great success and has led to a number 

of new leads. It was one of many virtual events we 

delivered in 2020 to promote inward investment 

opportunities in North East England. 

Our inward investment manager Rachel Burdis ran a 

popular vlog in 2020 in which she interviewed industry 

leaders and companies that have moved to North East 

England

We also delivered virtual walkarounds and digital 

Q&A sessions with stakeholders from the region. 

Like all organisations, coronavirus has forced us 

to adapt, but it’s been positive to see we can still 

effectively promote the region, despite the limitations 

imposed by the pandemic.

So, what does inward investment look like moving 

forward, and how can it help the region recover from 

COVID-19? 

Working with DIT, we’ll be developing three new 

HPO documents in 2021, this time focusing on healthy 

ageing, plant-based products and heat networks. 

The HPOs will be used to showcase the North East’s 

strengths in these sectors to international investors in 

more than 177 cities around the world. 

We also expect to see some major development sites 

come to fruition in 2021, including Energy Central, in 

Blyth; the International Advanced Manufacturing Park 

(IAMP), in Sunderland/South Tyneside; Jade Business 

Park, in County Durham; and the new Tyne Clean 

Energy Park at Port of Tyne. 

Each site offers significant opportunities for inward 

investment. North East England is also well placed to 

respond to the continued demand for Grade A office 

accommodation, with sites such as The Lumen, based 

on Newcastle Helix; The Beam, based on Sunderland’s 

Vaux site; and the in-development Milburngate, in 

Durham City, offering a wide choice for businesses.

While the impact of COVID-19 on future plans of 

office occupiers is still to be seen, the North East is well 

placed to benefit from future north-shoring projects 

from both Government and private sector office 

relocations from London and the South East.

There’s no denying North East England has been 

particularly hard hit by the coronavirus pandemic, but 

green shoots are visible. 

The North East COVID-19 Economic Response Group 

has published its North East Recovery and Renewal 

Deal proposal to the Government, and the £55 million 

Getting Building Fund is helping kickstart infrastructure 

projects across the region. 

The North East has also prepared for our exit from 

the EU by putting forward an ambitious bid to host a 

freeport in the LEP area. North East England remains an 

attractive destination for investors. 

Right now, we’re supporting major enquiries that, if 

successful, could result in thousands of new jobs for 

the North East. Our region is ready to start its recovery 

and inward investment will have an important role to 

play in helping the North East return to pre-COVID-19 

levels and continue its ambitious plans for the future.

Investment_
Advertorial_Invest North East England

Invest North 
East England
-
Invest North 
East England’s 
raft of support 
includes advice 
on availability of 
land and property 
and costs, 
organising visits 
to the region, 
access to finance, 
HR guidance and 
introductions 
to supply chain 
knowledge 
networks and 
technological 
expertise.
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THROUGHOUT THE LAST THREE YEARS, SCALEUP 

North East has had the privilege of working with some 

of the most creative and innovative entrepreneurs in 

the region. 

The work will continue within the North East 

business community as a new Scaleup programme 

launches in 2021.

Our Scaleup partners are: 
Angelina Bell sets targets together with her clients and 

reviews performance to enable financial control that 

eases cash flow and increases profitability, giving her 

clients the confidence and focus to get things done.

Increasing productivity around personal KPIs, 

leadership and job matrices is the key.

Craig Huntingdon has been directly and indirectly 

involved with many great achievements.

He supported one business to win a huge contract 

worth 20 times its turnover and has prepared clients for 

an appearance on BBC’s Dragons’ Den and then worked 

with them to navigate their business after the show.

After making introductions to a large international 

distributor, he has assisted a client in winning a 

contract worth £500,000, while also supporting several 

manufacturers and brands to engage and win listings 

with major UK supermarkets.

Tony Brooks scaled and sold his own manufacturing 

business in 2015 but recognised he had a great deal 

more to do in life and is now dedicated to giving back 

to the North East economy.

A company that received structural advice from Tony 

went on to increase in size and turnover in three years. 

During the pandemic, Tony supported one company 

in making a sharp shift, pivoting them into a situation 

where they are now making record sales on QVC and 

they remain with Tony for expansion and strategic 

growth support.

Jon Symonds deeply admires and relishes 

supporting those in the region that really graft to make 

that all important difference.

Jon worked with a client to facilitate and structure a 

buyout of their partner, and assist with access into new 

territories in the UK by financially modelling a strategic 

and commercial model to replicate one that is working 

in the North and will bring in an additional £500,000 a 

year, increase margins and headcount.

Jon supported a client in expanding their waste 

management business by creating a strategy to enter 

other sectors and thereby increase their turnover, profit 

and headcount, while spreading the risk of volatile 

rates in the markets they operate in. 

This resulted in a 25 per cent increase in revenue 

year-on-year.

As a team, our Scaleup Partners make up four highly-

experienced, professional and dedicated entrepreneurs 

who share a drive, ambition and hunger to succeed.

Together they aim to inspire, motivate and propel the 

business community of the North East to realise its full 

potential and achieve growth and scaling ambitions.

Scaleup 
North East
-
RTC North 
is delivering 
Scaleup 
North East in 
conjunction with 
the North East 
Local Enterprise 
Partnership.
The programme 
is part-funded 
by the European 
Regional 
Development 
Fund. It is aimed 
at supporting 
North East-based 
businesses that 
can demonstrate 
both the hunger 
and the potential 
to achieve high 
levels of growth.

How Scaleup Partners 
are driving growth for 
the North East

The Scaleup North East programme was 
created to provide ambitious business 
owners and entrepreneurs throughout 
the region with the opportunity to work 
alongside highly-experienced peers in the 
form of Scaleup Partners, who have all 
generated rapid growth within their own 
businesses and boast individual skillsets.

www.scaleupnortheast.co.uk
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FOLLOWING ON FROM AN EXCEPTIONAL 16 PER 

cent growth in turnover in 2019, Newcastle-based 

Muckle LLP saw income continue to rise from £13.05 

million to £13.33 million in 2020, an historic high and a 

further increase of two per cent.

And the law firm finished 2020 strongly, with 

performance having exceeded pre-pandemic work 

levels well before the end of the year.

Jason Wainwright, Muckle managing partner 

[pictured], says: “We are delighted to have had another 

successful 12 months, following an exceptional year of 

growth in 2019. 

“Turnover grew organically across the firm, in line 

with the continuing people investments, and deal 

activity also performed strongly as we continue to 

support the growth of some of the North East’s most 

ambitious businesses. 

“The deals market throughout the North East has 

remained positive and we have a healthy pipeline of 

work across all areas, having won some exciting new 

clients with instructions coming in from regional, 

national and global businesses.

“Such strong, sustained top-line growth has enabled 

us to invest further in our IT, culture and infrastructure, 

enabling everyone here to work anywhere, anytime.

“This planning and investment has proven to be 

invaluable, particularly in recent months. 

Jason continues: “Our transition to becoming 100 per 

cent agile has been four years in the making, and the 

progress we’ve made in our culture and infrastructure 

means we are well equipped and even better prepared 

to help North East businesses weather the storm ahead.

“Nobody could have predicted the challenges 

brought on by COVID-19, but we recognised some 

years ago that businesses needed an increasingly 

efficient brand of legal advice that’s completely 

focused on supporting their objectives and law firms 

needed to be robust and agile in their operation. 

“That’s what we have worked hard to deliver, 

and it has enabled us to provide a seamless service 

throughout the pandemic. 

“Like most businesses, we saw a turndown at the 

start of lockdown, however, work levels are currently 

higher than pre-pandemic levels and we are in a strong 

position moving into 2021,” reveals Jason. 

“We have continued to invest in and develop 

talent and new areas of work, and have maintained 

or improved our rankings across almost all areas 

independently assessed by Legal 500 UK and 

Chambers and Partners.

“Last year, we overhauled our open plan office 

to create a truly agile, collaborative and creative 

workplace, and we continued our commitment to 

supporting North East communities by again donating 

one per cent of our annual profits to our charitable 

Muckle Fund at the Community Foundation. 

“We’ve also invested in ways to support our people’s 

wellbeing and have professionally trained a team of 

people, within the firm, to support each other’s mental 

health and wellbeing needs – which is especially 

important while everyone is working from home. 

Jason adds: “The inherently supportive culture at 

Muckle and our agile infrastructure have been a great 

enabler and I’ve been delighted and amazed by how 

well everyone has pulled together. 

“This, in addition to the positive results and strong 

pipeline of work, gives us confidence that we are well 

placed to continue supporting clients with a technically 

excellent, uninterrupted service, come what may.”

Historic high heralds Happy New Year at Muckle

Leading independent law firm for businesses Muckle LLP is beginning 2021 with renewed optimism 
after turning over more revenue than ever before for the year ending March 2020.

www.muckle-llp.com
@MuckleLLP

Muckle LLP
-
Muckle LLP’s 
specialist teams 
cover a raft of 
industries and 
sectors, which 
include banking, 
construction 
and engineering, 
dispute 
resolution, 
employment, real 
estate, education, 
energy, 
intellectual 
property, 
corporate, 
agriculture, sport 
and IT.
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Strengthening 
relations across 
the North Sea

The UK’s withdrawal from the European 

Union has dominated headlines since 

the final vote was counted in the 2016 

referendum. 

The vast majority of the coverage has 

focused on Britain’s ability to negotiate 

future trade agreements and the potential 

loss of key commercial relationships 

outside the boundaries of the continent’s 

trading bloc.

However, amid the multitude of 

written articles and broadcast hours, 

another story was recently at play, which 

somewhat slipped under the radar.

In a flurry of activity during the second 

half of 2020, the North East again 

proved itself as fertile ground for foreign 

investment when four companies were 

bought by Swedish operators. The deals 

included Thunderful Group’s acquisition of 

Sunderland video games studio Coatsink 

and Embracer Group’s approach for 

Newcastle’s Silent Games.

In the process, the agreements –which 

also included Byggfakta Group’s takeover 

of Newcastle technology platform NBS 

and Dellner Bubenzer Group’s rescue of 

County Durham glass maker Romag – 

secured jobs and provided substantial 

expansion capital. Britain’s future trading 

map may still be incomplete, but it remains 

clear that Sweden – and its array of firms 

– is committed to plotting a course to the 

UK and North East markets.

Report
Trade_



37

Report
Trade_

EAST
meets 
   WEST

The COVID-19 restrictions put on Boris Johnson as he posed for pictures with European 
Commission chief Ursula von der Leyen in December were a perfect metaphor for a man so keen to 
distance himself from Brussels. But despite what happens with Brexit, and the UK’s future trading 

relationship with the continent, Steven Hugill learns the country will always have an ally in Sweden.

Words by Steven Hugill
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4ABBA understood a thing or two about 

break-ups.

From the pain of divorce expressed in 

The Winner Takes It All, to the emptiness 

of Knowing Me, Knowing You, and the 

unravelling of once tight bonds in SOS, 

members of Sweden’s biggest musical 

export were well versed in the difficulties 

of relationships.

The final throes of the UK’s Brexit 

negotiations late last year felt like one 

long ABBA lament.

As a country, Sweden has a deep 

interest in Britain’s departure from the 

European Union.

From the very moment the UK’s 

separation was crystalised in 2016, 

Sweden has kept its focus firmly on our 

shores, and assessed in detail Brexit’s 

potential impact on its relationship with a 

key trading ally.

To flick through its newspapers and see 

coverage of Britain’s European Union exit, 

is like listening to Agnetha’s pining in The 

Winner Takes It All when she sings, ‘It’s 

hurting me, now it’s history’.

Only days before Christmas was 

journalist Ingvar Persson, writing a leader 

piece in daily publication Aftonbladet, 

calling for an “orderly” conclusion to 

Brexit, citing the country’s multi-billion-

pound trading relationship.

Earlier in the year, news website The 

Local SE mourned how Sweden “was 

losing its best friend in the EU”, while 

newspaper Dagens Nyheter’s front page 

depicted its feelings through an image of 

a golden star peeling from the European 

Union’s pennant.

The latter later carried a leader page 

with Britain shown as a boxer sat on its 

stool, bruised and exhausted by another 

bout of Brexit negotiations, above a 

headline stressing, ‘The strongest possible 

band across the English Channel is now 

required’.

Their arguments are understandable.

During 2019, Britain exported £5 billion 

worth of goods to Sweden, with items 

totalling £6.5 billion coming back across 

the water¹.

A number of Sweden’s business 

flagbearers, such as audio streaming and 

media services provider Spotify, financial 

services operator Klarna and Candy Crush 

Saga game maker King, all have offices in 

England’s capital too.

But look at the North East of 

England and the landscape has its own 

Scandinavian ecosystem.

Britain might have left the European 

Union, but our region’s relationship with 

Sweden is stronger than ever.

Stockholm-headquartered Husqvarna 

Group’s Newton Aycliffe lawnmower 

factory and Handelsbanken’s regional 

portfolio already provided a Swedish feel 

to the North East, but a flurry of lucrative 

acquisitions from across the North Sea in 

2020’s concluding months catalysed that 

association.

Those deals included Thunderful 

Group’s approach for Sunderland-based 

video games studio Coatsink – in a tie-up 

that could eventually be worth as much 

as £65.5 million – and Embracer Group’s 

investment into Newcastle’s Silent Games.

Add in data and software provider 

Byggfakta Group’s swoop for Newcastle 

global technology platform NBS and 

Dellner Bubenzer Group’s rescue of 

Consett safety and security glass maker 

Romag, and the final half of 2020 was less 

4“Our Scandinavian relationship 

is a long-established strategic 

partnership. 

“ More than a decade ago, I 

was part of  a team  at One North 

East, working with the Swedish 

Honorary Consul Caroline 

Theobald, which developed a 

formal partnership between the 

North East and three key areas in 

Sweden – The SEAGULL Project. 

“We had a representative based 

in Stockholm where we built trade 

and investment relations across 

key sectors, including life sciences, 

tech and clean energy , hosting 

multiple trade and investment 

missions out to Sweden and into 

the North East.”

Outside in
Jen Hartley
Director of Invest Newcastle

Report
Trade_
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The Winner Takes It All and more Take A 

Chance on Me.

And, says Peter Sandberg, managing 

director at the Swedish Chamber of 

Commerce for the UK, the stream of 

interest in Britain – and specifically the 

North East – will continue to remain 

strong, regardless of Brexit.

“With the North East and Scotland 

facing Denmark, west Sweden and west 

Norway, there has always been an affinity 

and a lot of business,” he tells North East 

Times.

“The UK offers a lot of positive points 

for Scandinavian businesses.

“One of them is culture and a second 

one is if you are looking to grow beyond 

Europe – which very often means the US – 

the UK is the best launchpad. 

“That matters immensely to the 

Scandinavian economies, which are 

extremely global in their mindsets.

“Scandinavians and the UK are probably 

the greatest flagbearers of free trade in 

the world, which is why we get along so 

well.”

Another crucial point, says Peter, is 

the North East’s status as a hothouse for 

innovation and talent, as is its ability to 

offer much more financially favourable 

opportunities than London.

The capital’s dominant commercial 

landscape means it is naturally considered 

by many as the de facto business location 

for foreign investors to put down roots 

and grow.

However, Peter says any company 

taking such a view is actually potentially 

limiting their progress, with the UK’s 

regions – including the North East – 

offering fecund ground for expansion.

“There are a lot of touchpoints,” he 

says.

“If you are a business, and there’s no 

need for you to be in London, then the 

advantages of being in the regions and 

their clusters are great.

“You can reduce your cost when it 

comes to space and labour, but you 

get the same talent – it thrives in those 

cluster environments – and you probably 

get greater buy-in from the community 

around you too.”

A key element in ensuring these 

positives are amplified is the creation of a 

welcoming environment, a point agreed 

by Invest Newcastle director Jen Hartley.

“We have many synergies with Sweden, 

specifically within the tech sector and 

the recent acquisitions are testament 

to the strength of this relationship and 

confidence in our region as a place to 

invest,” says Jen, who was previously part 

of a One North East team that built trade 

and investment relations with Sweden 

through the SEAGULL Project.

“Newcastle has one of the largest and 

most historic gaming communities in 

the UK, a standing recognised by a Ukie 

report last year that showed it was one 

of only four UK cities outside London 

and the South East where the sector 

contributes more than £60 million to our 

regional economy. 

“Through o ur immersive tech 

specialisms, the support of our world-

leading universities and our impressive 

tech clusters, we see our relationship with 

Sweden continuing to go from strength-

to-strength.”

Peter concurs and says previous work 

to encourage new investment to the 

region – that includes the creation of 

Gateshead’s PROTO building, which 

bosses say is the first digital production 

facility of its kind in Europe for animators, 

film makers and games developers – has 

really helped the situation.

“One of the first questions for a 

business will be, ‘do I feel comfortable 

about entering the market and setting up 

my business in Newcastle or Gateshead 

versus London? 

“If you are investing money in acquiring 

a business or expanding to the region, you 

need some kind of reassurance that you 

have growth potential. 

“You need role models to provide that 

and, if you don’t have a lot of Swedish 

entrepreneurs having previously set up, 

you need reassurance from authorities, 

governments and ecosystems that makes 

you feel comfortable.

“PROTO, and those kinds of hubs, 

where you feel like you’re going to 

be taken care of, really help to give 

businesses a softer landing.”

Jen adds: “International investments 

play a crucial role in supporting 

businesses with their global growth 

ambitions – creating more jobs for our 

tech talent and giving a much-needed 

boost to our regional economy.

“The fact investors are seeing our 

region as one of the strongest tech 

clusters and  a global hub for games 

development will position us well for 

further investment, international trade 

and collaboration opportunities.

“Now more than ever, strategic 

relationships, like the one we have with 

Sweden, will support us to build our 

future economy, maximise opportunities 

and raise our international profile.” 

4“Brexit has its clear implications, 

but it won’t stop the exchange 

between our countries.

“There is continued interest 

from Swedish start-ups and SMEs 

setting up in the UK and there has 

been throughout the last four to 

five years.” 

Outside in
Peter Sandberg
Managing director of the Swedish 
Chamber of Commerce for the UK

Report
Trade_

Reference:  1: https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/nationalaccounts/balanceofpayments/bulletins/unitedkingdombalanceofpaymentsthepinkbook/2020
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Moving to 
the next 

level

Words by Steven Hugill

Photography by Christopher Owens
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When Tom Beardsmore and Paul 
Crabb met as 12-year-olds at 
secondary school, little did they 
know a fantasy universe they 
created in the classroom, with their 
teacher its fictional leader, would 
one day turn into a real-life business 
adventure. Now, more than 20 
years on, the duo are guiding their 
computer games studio Coatsink 
to new levels. And, having been 
the subject of a multi-million-
pound acquisition late last year 
by Sweden’s Thunderful Group, 
the company is planning to scale 
even greater heights. Steven Hugill 
speaks to Tom to learn more.

Feature
Tom Beardsmore_
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4To quote Oscar Wilde, life imitates art 

far more than art imitates life.

Though written in the late 19th century 

and based on a conversation between 

two people in a Nottinghamshire country 

house, Wilde’s hypothesis nevertheless 

retains all of its meaning in modern-day 

society’s vastly different surrounds.

Take Tom Beardsmore, for example. 

As a Teesside University student, his 

time away from the lecture theatres and 

libraries was filled with trips to the cinema 

and hours at home playing video games 

and watching DVDs of films past and 

present.

One of the movies in his collection 

was the late 1990s slapstick comedy 

BASEketball, which centres on childhood 

friends Joe Cooper and Doug Remer and 

the transformation of their lives after 

founding a new sport.

Its script essentially reads: two mates, 

one idea, incredible success. Hold a 

mirror to Tom and the similarities are 

striking. Working alongside schoolfriend 

Paul Crabb, as chief executive and co-

founder of computer game development 

studio Coatsink, the storyline is just the 

same: two mates, one idea, incredible 

success.

BASEketball invented a fictional new 

sporting world; Coatsink is creating new 

fantastical landscapes and adventures for 

enthusiasts to conquer.

And it is doing so with great 

momentum.

Late last year, Sunderland-based 

Coatsink, whose portfolio includes work 

on games carrying the Jurassic World 

and Transformers banners, was bought 

by Swedish-headquartered Thunderful 

Group in a deal that could be worth as 

much as £65.5 million.

The agreement, says Tom, will allow 

Coatsink to move to another level, with 

Thunderful’s experience in Sweden’s 

strong gaming sector a major selling 

point.

Furthermore, Tom says the partnership 

will allow Coatsink, which previously 

worked with Sir Patrick Stewart on vocals 

for the virtual reality Shadow Point puzzle 

game, to further bolster its 110-strong 

team.

“Thunderful want us to grow; they are 

basically the same as us but bigger and 

have a much larger financial base,” he 

says.

“They really understood us from 

the outset; we’d had a couple of offers 

previously that we hadn’t acted on, but 

Thunderful was different.

“Five years ago, we had ten people and 

I thought, ‘wow, this is a big thing’. 

“We’ve now got more than 100 staff and 

with Thunderful’s backing, we’re aiming to 

continue our expansion.

“The deal and everything around it 

was pretty wild,” continues Tom. “The 

agreement was completed at about 2am 

in Mincoffs Solicitors’ Newcastle office 

right at the start of October.

Feature
Tom Beardsmore_
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“We all had our face masks on, so 

things were a little muted, but we did 

manage to order in some burgers as way 

of celebration.

“The following Saturday, however, all of 

the leadership team got drunk on Zoom – 

everyone was very happy,” adds Tom.

“None of us have ever taken a big salary 

from the business, in order to help it grow, 

so this deal represents a big de-risking 

moment from that perspective.”

The magnitude of the agreement 

and the Scandinavian firm’s impact on 

Coatsink’s trajectory is a stark contrast 

to the business’ origins, which began in a 

classroom in the late 1990s.

As friends at Laurence Jackson School, 

based in Guisborough, east Cleveland, 

Tom and Paul – who is co-founder and 

chief development officer – formed an 

immediate bond over computer games.

They also amused themselves with 

fictional adventures of their short-

tempered form tutor Mr Coates, which 

would eventually be the kernel for 

Coatsink’s establishment.

“Paul and I met when he moved up 

to the North East with his family from 

Sheffield, and we got on straightaway,” 

says Tom.

“I had mates, who were into rugby and 

football, but it was different with Paul. 

“He was a proper nerd – and I’m a fully 

confessed mega nerd – so naturally we hit 

it off immediately,” he laughs.

“I’d always been interested in games, 

and I think being friends with someone 

like him really helped focus my mind on it.

“Mr Coates was a hell of a guy,” 

continues Tom of Coatsink’s foundation.

“He could be very grumpy and every 

time someone found themselves in 

trouble, he would always deliver a 

wonderful one-liner. 

“But it wasn’t just in school, either. If he 

saw you as he drove past in his car, he’d 

wind his window down, poke his head out 

and give you some of his advice.

“We found him hilarious, and with our 

minds being like they were at the time, we 

created this galactic superpower called 

Coates.

“He was invincible and secretly ran the 

planet through his Coats Incorporated 

organisation – which is where Coatsink 

came from.”

The company’s formation wasn’t 

immediate, however.

With Tom and Paul heading to study 

at Teesside University, their fictitious 

creation remained just that until 

Christmas Eve 2009, when the duo, 

having both previously found work in the 

computer games industry, decided to 

pool their talent and launch Coatsink as a 

limited partnership. 

“Paul had lost his job earlier that 

year and I’d gotten tired of my job too,” 

Feature
Tom Beardsmore_
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explains Tom, who studied an English 

Studies with Media Studies degree before 

completing a Masters in Creative Writing.

“I was based in Cork, Ireland, working 

for Blizzard Entertainment, which is 

responsible for World of Warcraft, 

StarCraft and other major game 

franchises, and was a big company to 

work for.

“But I was a small cog in a huge 

machine, and I wanted more creative 

freedom.

“I worked there for about 18 months 

between 2008 and 2009, which was when 

Paul and I decided to start Coatsink,” he 

continues.

As with all progressive start-ups, such 

an arrangement provided a steady base 

from which to grow.

However, Coatsink’s evolution was 

catalysed when Tom and Paul were 

offered financial and practical support by 

Teesside University, Tees Valley Combined 

Authority and the European Union to 

progress their vision.

“We’d began by working from our 

parents’ homes – Paul in his bedroom and 

me from my mum and dad’s dining table 

in their home at Saltburn, east Cleveland,” 

says Tom.

“The first thing that really helped us 

get off the ground was a Digital City 

Fellowship grant.

“Paul and I each got £4000, which was 

spread over six months and paid for rent 

and living expenses, and we were also 

able to move into European Regional 

Development Fund-subsidised offices a 

year later. 

“A big turning point was when we 

moved into Teesside University’s Victoria 

Building; we received tonnes of support, 

in terms of things like mentoring, and 

benefited from subsidised rent and 

utilities too.

“We stayed there until 2012 before 

moving to Middlesbrough’s Boho One and 

were there until late 2013 when we were 

offered the chance to take a large office in 

Sunderland Software Centre.”

As poster boys for the impact start-

up support can provide to burgeoning 

businesses across the local digital and 

technology sector, Tom and Paul have 

worked hard to complete the circle, with 

the vast majority of their workforce having 

emanated from North East universities.

Feature
Tom Beardsmore_
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Tom Beardsmore,
chief executive and 

co-founder of Coatsink

www.coatsink.com

And, with the firm keen to expand 

further, Tom says it is inevitable more 

talented, local, graduates with find roles 

with Coatsink.

“Our success is testament to the 

support mechanisms in this region,” he 

says.

“Not every company will make it, but it 

doesn’t mean that you shouldn’t continue 

investing in these creative, digital, 

innovative companies and what they have 

to offer. 

“For us, the value of the local network 

came to the fore in 2013.

“Both Paul and I are very creative types, 

but we needed a programmer to lead and 

to talk to people.

“We’d had some people join us from 

Teesside, Sunderland and Newcastle 

universities, and then we saw an 

opportunity with the Pixelbrawl studio.

“That had also come through the Digital 

City Fellowship route and we’d previously 

published them on a game called Chip. 

“The three lads – Simon Launder, 

Jimmy Whitemore and Matthew Daroczy 

– were doing an incredible job and we 

asked them to join us. 

“They instantly added expertise and 

took charge of our weaker parts. 

“From the moment they joined, we 

really accelerated our growth.”

With its team bolstered, Coatsink 

was now able to strengthen its market 

presence – and it found fertile ground 

with virtual reality headset maker Oculus 

in 2014.

It is a partnership that remains fruitful 

to the present day, with their relationship 

having moved from developing the first-

person puzzle game Esper, to survival 

adventure Jurassic World Aftermath 

– which recently saw Tom record 

Hollywood actor Jeff Goldblum’s vocals 

for the game over a Zoom call.

“When we aligned ourselves to Oculus, 

we also had, at the same time, a small 

game running on PlayStation called Shu,” 

says Tom.

“It meant we had two trains running – a 

virtual reality one and a non-virtual reality 

one – and they both very quickly gained 

momentum.

“Oculus was bought by Facebook not 

long after we began working with them, 

and as soon as that deal had concluded, 

they went back to the studios they had 

worked with previously to create more 

games, which for us meant Esper 2.”

Alongside Oculus, Coatsink worked 

with studios such as Redcar’s Boneloaf, 

maker of the hit game Gang Beasts, and 

received offers to work on titles including 

Transformers.

And, with such endeavours increasing 

its reputation, it wasn’t long before the 

company was handed the opportunity to 

work on a much larger title – the virtual 

reality game Jurassic World Aftermath.

After pitching for the contract to 

representatives at Universal Studios – an 

experience Tom admits caused a fairly 

sleepless night beforehand – Coatsink 

was handed the development contract 

alongside publisher Oculus.

“This one is huge for us; Jurassic World 

is in the top three IPs in the world,” says 

Tom, “and working on it has been a little 

surreal.

“Normally, we’d have actors in a studio 

to record their vocals for the game, but 

with COVID-19 that was impossible.

“So we had to call Jeff Goldblum and 

BD Wong up on Zoom and have them 

record their lines that way. 

“They were filming the ‘Jurassic World: 

Dominion’ movie and we spoke to them in 

their hotel rooms; they had a mini booth 

they stuck their heads into, through which 

they performed their lines.

“It was a little bizarre, but Jeff is an 

unbelievably professional actor, and 

it was really warming from a personal 

perspective to see a Hollywood star of his 

stature be so grounded and friendly.”

And with such high calibre titles in its 

portfolio – and now Thunderful’s support 

to help the business grow further – Tom 

says the future is very promising.

“People are seeing us more and more, 

and we have titles in the pipeline right 

through until the end of 2022,” he adds.

“We have a few gaps but have a pretty 

full schedule for further developments 

and in-house titles.

“It is a very exciting time.”

Feature
Tom Beardsmore_
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COLLABORATION IS THE NEW WATCHWORD. 
I have every intention of building on the superb links 

Gateshead College already has, while developing them 

to take them a stage further.

We are already well embedded within the regional 

infrastructure and I want to make those connections 

work harder, for our students, employers, and the 

partners we work with. Given the tough economic 

landscape we are going to be facing for the next year or 

two, we need to see our strong partnerships delivering 

real, tangible results and make sure that no-one in our 

communities gets left behind.

Based on everything I’ve seen to date, I have no doubt 

that colleagues across the college are as committed as 

me to playing a critical role in improving the skills base 

and opportunities for young people and businesses.

During my ten years as chief executive at 

NewcastleGateshead Initiative, I was always impressed 

by the enthusiasm shown by Gateshead College to play 

a broader role in supporting the regional economy. More 

recently, I have seen that commitment and enthusiasm 

first-hand, at both a personal and professional level.

A few years ago, my son was looking into his career 

options and started considering college as his route to 

develop his passion in film and television. There were a 

few options, but Gateshead College not only offered the 

perfect course, they took great time and trouble to talk 

to him and offer him valuable advice. Two years later, he 

successfully achieved a diploma with distinction that got 

him into university to continue his studies in film. 

At a professional level and since joining the board of 

governors in 2018, I have seen the dedication within the 

staff and the pride that everyone has in the work the 

college is doing with its students and local employers.

The last year or so has been a challenging period at 

the college. The unexpected discovery of a financial 

deficit led to the departures of several senior personnel, 

a college restructure, and the intervention of Further 

Education Commissioners. Much of this is well 

documented. What hasn’t been so well reported is that 

during all the recent turbulence and the development 

of a recovery plan, the college and staff have never 

lost focus. Everyone has continued to put the needs of 

students and local employers first and foremost with 

exceptional results. When the college lost Ofsted’s 

coveted overall outstanding status, inspectors still 

commended the college for the high quality of its 

education and training provision, which it continued to 

rate as outstanding in key areas. 

This all bodes well and is why I believe we’re at 

an exciting time in the development of Gateshead 

College. The recovery plan is well on track and we are 

confident we will deliver an operational surplus within 

the next two years, allowing us to continue to invest in 

education provision to the future benefit of students and 

employers. 

Other priorities include helping build a new leadership 

team, specifically the recruitment of both a principal/

chief executive and finance director, along with 

refreshing the board membership.

During this year, we will focus our attention on 

developing a new three-to-five-year strategic plan that 

will further strengthen our relationships with regional 

stakeholders, with an even greater emphasis on 

collaboration.

All the while we will remember our focus – which 

is continuing to offer students the highest quality of 

education and training that gives them an edge in the 

jobs market and helps them move successfully into 

employment, higher education or further training.

Spirit of collaboration to drive change
Businesswoman and the current High Sheriff of Tyne and Wear Sarah Stewart OBE DL has taken up the role 
as chair of Gateshead College. Here, she explains her plans to ensure the college continues to engage as a 
key partner with the wider business community.

www.gateshead.ac.uk
@gatesheadcoll

Gateshead 
College
-
Sarah Stewart 
OBE DL, current 
High Sheriff of 
Tyne and Wear, 
has taken up 
the role as chair 
of Gateshead 
College.
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THE GOVERNMENT’S FOCUS ON CONSTRUCTION
as we seek to rebuild and recover from the most 

turbulent year on record is reassuring. It is, in theory, 

excellent news for those in the sector – but in reality, we 

are walking on a knife-edge. On one side lies recovery 

and prosperity. On the other, stagnation and pent-up 

disputes. Which side we come down on will depend on 

how the sector navigates the challenges ahead. 

Plan ahead
If someone tells you it’s not possible to plan, ignore 

them and start planning. The COVID-19 pandemic threw 

a spanner in the works in 2020, but it doesn’t mean 

planning should go out of the window.

We know what the vast majority of risks to businesses 

are going to be, so explore all of the potential risks 

from all external factors, including labour and materials 

shortages, and plan detailed scenarios that cover how 

you will overcome the issues to avoid delays or to 

document and record potential disruption.

Take time out to review your contracts. Examine what 

best practice is going forward and decide which current 

contracts pose the biggest risks with regard to delay or 

disruption. As a developer or employer, focus on good 

project and contract management, particularly around 

notices and agreed project plans.

Avoid or mitigate disputes
As we continue to support businesses in the sector and 

help them to prepare for the year and the legal and 

regulatory challenges ahead, particularly in the context 

of Brexit, it’s clear commercial tensions are high and 

that pent-up disputes are one of the biggest issues on 

the horizon. Disputes won’t always be avoidable, but 

they can be less of a headache if records are in order 

well in advance. There is a real risk that, if disputes are 

not resolved quickly and efficiently, the market could 

become stagnant, unable to move forward and grow.

Work co-operatively
Consider taking a more collaborative approach to 

future/new contracts. In a volatile socio-economic 

climate, it may be prudent to accept and share risk more 

evenly when drawing up contracts.

Contractors simply won’t accept all the risk and the 

supply chain is not in a position to bear risk-dumping 

without seriously threatening the financial viability of 

many smaller companies.

Skills shortages
Skills shortages have challenged the sector for many 

years and have typically been plugged with skilled 

labour from overseas, but Brexit brings new challenges 

to the entire recruitment process and migrant worker 

eligibility. Consequently, the sector continues to call for 

more Government support. 

The ONS reports that more than nine per cent of 

the UK construction sector workforce are EU nationals: 

with around 74,000 people working in the construction 

industry in the North East alone (ONS, December 2020), 

that would be roughly 6660 skilled and semi-skilled EU 

workers who, if they left the country, would take time 

and money to replace.

The squeeze on margins as labour demand outweighs 

supply is an imminent and long-term risk and so the 

sector needs to collaborate to help meet the predicted 

demand for an additional 200,000 construction workers 

in 2021. Ensure your recruitment process is Brexit-ready 

and that you fully understand new visa criteria and 

processes, and factor longer recruitment lead times into 

project planning.

Winter resilience
The vaccine rollout has started but social/working 

restrictions are likely to remain in place for some time.

To avoid site shutdown or employee absence, follow 

Government guidelines and enforce consistent use of 

PPE, keep up-to-date with guidance, along with any 

changes that relate to tiered restrictions, and make sure 

your team feels safe.

Careful preparation and understanding the risks and 

opportunities that 2021 will present will be the key to 

improvement over the next 12 months.

Simon Lewis
-
Simon has more 
than 30 years’ 
experience in 
the construction 
industry, 
specialising 
in dispute 
resolution in the 
infrastructure, 
energy, PFI/PPP 
and subsea and 
offshore sectors 
for a wide variety 
of public and 
private sector 
clients. He is a 
Visiting Fellow 
at the Faculty of 
Engineering and 
the Environment 
at Northumbria 
University.

Laying the foundations 
to help rebuild the 
economy
The Government wants the country to 
‘build, build, build’ its way to economic 
recovery. As part of its re:build Britain 
campaign, the construction team at Womble 
Bond Dickinson is hoping to help ensure the 
sector is as well positioned as possible to 
recover in 2021 and beyond. Simon Lewis, 
construction and engineering partner, 
explains.

www.womblebonddickinson.com/uk
@WBD_UK
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IN MARCH LAST YEAR, WHEN THE FIRST WAVE 

of coronavirus washed up on UK shores, Newcastle 

College was quietly working on a five-year vision to 

become the best STEM provider at all educational 

levels in the UK. 

It’s what the college’s director of industrial strategy 

Andrew Esson calls “our big hairy audacious goal”.

To achieve its aims, Newcastle College is investing 

heavily in its energy, engineering and digital technology 

departments, with new equipment and facilities already 

coming on stream despite COVID-19. 

A 5-axis CNC vertical milling machine has been 

purchased – the largest machine of its type in an 

educational setting in the UK.

Furthermore, around £470,000 has been made 

available over the current and previous academic years 

to buy a bank of pneumatic training rigs for the Energy 

Academy in Wallsend, and some 3D printers and small 

robots for the engineering programmes taught at the 

Rye Hill campus, as Newcastle College gears up to 

open a new enterprise hub, apprenticeship hub and 

digital hub in its Rye Hill House building, perhaps as 

early as the opening months of 2021.

Impressive though these investments are, the key to 

achieving the goal of becoming the STEM provider of 

choice nationally is the college’s unique partnerships 

with many of the North East’s top STEM employers. 

Andrew says: “I’d be interested to find another 

institution in the UK that has as good and as broad a set 

of employer partnerships as we have.” 

On the energy and engineering side, the college 

works with companies like Royal IHC, ORE Catapult, 

Port of Blyth and Subsea North East. 

On the digital side, it’s got relationships with the likes 

of Accenture, DXC Technology, Bede Gaming, NBS, 

Virgin Money and Waterstons. 

These relationships help ensure that educational 

Education_
Advertorial_ Newcastle College 

There’s a quiet revolution 
going on at Newcastle 
College 

More than ever, Newcastle College is 
looking at how it can adapt and evolve 
delivery of its programmes to meet the 
needs of industry and position students 
for the jobs of the future. Investing in new 
equipment and strengthening relationships 
with North East employers is a key part of 
that, and, as director of industrial strategy 
Andrew Esson tells Richard Dawson, is 
driving the college towards its goal of 
becoming the STEM provider of choice 
nationally.

www.ncl-coll.ac.uk
@NCLCollege
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provision at Newcastle College is absolutely tailored 

to the needs of industry, with Andrew and the team 

holding regular “curriculum hackathons” during which 

local STEM businesses get an opportunity to look at all 

the different modules on the syllabus and pick out ones 

that would bring the most value. 

The college also has advisory boards for its energy 

and digital technology programmes, which are made 

up of regional sector leads who regularly feed in their 

ideas.  

Andrew explains: “Typically, when we launch a new 

qualification, we bring together employers and an 

assessment panel for a validation meeting, which is 

then re-evaluated every three years. 

“However, recognising that something like digital 

technologies moves very quickly, what the Digital 

Advisory Board allows us to do is meet three or four 

times per year so we can constantly review and evolve 

delivery.” 

One of the big evolutions to come out of recent 

conversations is a response to the growing need for 

educational programmes that combine engineering 

with digital skills. 

“There is an emerging need for new skills to enable 

businesses to deploy the concepts of Industry 4.0,” 

Andrew says.

The so-called Fourth Industrial Revolution is a fairly 

new concept based on the growing digitalisation of 

modern industry. 

It follows the first industrial revolution based on 

steam power, the second based on mechanisation and 

the third based on mass production. 

“What people refer to when they talk about 

Industry 4.0 is things like augmented reality, artificial 

intelligence, big data, robotics, 3D printing and all of 

these emerging technologies,” Andrews adds. 

For many manufacturing businesses, particularly 

SMEs, a lack of knowledge about these technologies 

has become a real barrier to taking advantage of the 

opportunities with Industry 4.0. 

That’s why Newcastle College has launched a new 

foundation degree in engineering and applied digital 

technologies, to fill a growing skills gap in the labour 

market. 

Andrew says: “We’re giving the employer someone 

who has got the core skills to be an engineer but 

bringing with them that awareness of digital and how 

to apply it.

“We’re sowing the seeds of a future generation of 

digitally-enabled engineers.” 

The new FdEng took its first cohort in September 

2020 and Andrew and the team are aiming to grow the 

total number of learners across energy, engineering and 

digital technology from 1200 per year to 1700 per year 

over five years. 

It’s another big hairy audacious goal and one which 

will see Newcastle College open a new enterprise hub, 

apprenticeship hub and digital hub in its Rye Hill House 

building, perhaps as early as the opening months of 

2021. 

The hubs will create more and better environments 

for students to become more entrepreneurial and 

better prepared to enter the workforce. 

The digital hub is going to combine a commercial 

training facility, an applied digital technology studio 

and a cybersecurity area. 

“If we get it right, the buzz around Rye Hill House is 

going to be absolutely brilliant,” says Andrew. 

This is just a flavour of the great things that are 

happening at Newcastle College, where Andrew says 

there is a quiet revolution taking place. 

The team are keenly aware of the challenges 

presented by COVID-19 but are not content to sit back 

and wait for the recovery. 

By investing now and having conversations with 

employers, Newcastle College wants to play an active 

role in reskilling and upskilling people as they move 

into the future. 

Andrew adds: “We’ve spent the best part of three 

years having those conversations with employers and 

that’s enabled us to hit the ground running with our 

future planning and help the region recover from the 

pandemic.”  
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AS WE REFLECT ON 2020, A YEAR FILLED WITH 
uncertainty, fear, loss, stress and loneliness, most of 

us will have spent time re-evaluating our priorities, our 

purpose and our values.

With such impactful changes to how we have needed 

to work, most people, organisations and businesses 

have needed to reset and reinvent. 

While some of the necessary changes due to the 

pandemic may be temporary, this reset and reinvention 

is likely to alter in the longer term what it means to be 

part of a society and community – being more aware of 

and supporting those most at need. 

There have been some significant societal shifts in 

recent years regarding what we consider ‘valuable’ – 

which have been further accelerated by the climate 

emergency and global pandemic. 

For most businesses that have traditionally only 

considered value as a number – revenue, turnover, 

growth, costs and so on – this seismic shift is going to 

require some work.

COVID-19 has elevated the social impact of many 

businesses and thrown a spotlight on the nature of our 

companies, our character and our brand(s).

To not respond is to ignore those that need help at 

times of increased uncertainty and societal instability.

Accenture had already started redefining its purpose 

and strategy before the pandemic hit. 

But our concept of “embracing the power of change 

to create 360-degree value for our clients, people and 

communities”, has become even more meaningful as 

the events of this year have unfolded. 

The recent CBI Annual Conference called for 

businesses in the UK to “build back better”. 

There is no doubt that 2020 brought unprecedented 

challenges for business, people and communities. 

Systemic challenges, such as digital poverty and 

skills shortages, have been further exacerbated by 

record unemployment. 

It is good to see that many businesses stepped up, 

continuing to invest in their communities in new ways 

despite the challenging times. 

Microsoft, for example, has been working with 

the Social Tech Trust on AI for Good projects – from 

boosting crop yields, to improving the lives of those 

with accessibility needs, all of the projects are using AI 

to solve complex problems facing our society.

And while new technology and innovation will 

go some distance in helping to solve some of the 

Technology_
Advertorial_Accenture
 

Looking at ‘value’ through a new lens
Helen Baker, managing director at Accenture’s Advanced Technology Centre in Newcastle, 
explores why an organisation’s impact is becoming an important measure of its value.

www.accenture.com
@AccentureUK
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enormous, collective challenges that we face today 

(and in the future), we have a responsibility to ensure 

that technology doesn’t leave people behind.

For Accenture, creating value also means helping 

communities prepare for the future.  

Tech4Good initiatives provide an opportunity for 

organisations like Accenture – with innovative thinkers 

and a skilled workforce – to use these skills for good to 

help the community. And it’s good for our people too 

– we know that being able to give back is important to 

them and gives them greater job satisfaction. 

Accenture’s initiatives are helping people to develop 

new digital skills.

Our Skills to Succeed Academy has upskilled more 

than 80,000 people in the UK since it launched in 2014 

and our Digital Skills courses have supported over 

120,000 people globally since 2018 through free online 

learning.

Collective action through the likes of Movement 

to Work, which has transformed the lives of tens 

of thousands of young people, and the grassroots 

DevicesDotNow and Reboot initiatives we co-founded 

with FutureDotNow and Nominet during lockdown, 

have helped excluded communities to access 11,000-

plus unused devices.

At our Advanced Technology Centre, in Newcastle, 

we’ve been working with a number of local charities on 

Tech4Good projects for many years. 

But, as can be expected, the need for support 

increased exponentially in 2020 – particularly with 

regards to digital skills. 

In response, our team in Newcastle volunteered more 

than 100 hours in total, helping to deliver personalised 

tech training sessions, online coaching around how to 

use Zoom/Teams etc, and design thinking workshops. 

Our newly-formed Tech4Good Digital 

Apprenticeship Scheme has seen 49 of our apprentices 

working on projects this year, with many more in the 

pipeline. 

Our first apprentice to complete the scheme, John 

Chambers, helped to rebuild the website for Youth 

Focus: North East – a regional hub for connecting 

young people and the organisations and professionals 

who can support them.

We’re also working with local charity VONNE, 

supporting them with their COVID-19 impact survey 

and building a new responsive website for a project 

they have launched to battle climate change – the 

North East England Climate Coalition (NEECCo).

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) is certainly 

not a new concept, but now more than ever there 

is an increasing expectation on organisations to 

consciously consider and take action to minimise any 

negative impacts they have on all aspects of society – 

economically, socially and environmentally. 

That’s why at Accenture, we’re now measuring our 

value as a business, through the impact we have on our 

people, community, clients and the planet. 

We face ongoing, collective challenges, but we have 

human ingenuity and the power of technology to create 

the solutions that will help to drive positive impact.

Those who prioritise being a responsible business 

will likely be more successful and create more value 

over the longer-term.
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“THE WORK WE ARE DOING IS MAKING A BIG 

difference to the way people live their lives.”

Businesses, by their very nature, make an indelible 

impact on society. 

Tolent, however, has genuine reason to salute its 

influence, with the firm delivering a transformational 

impression across the communities and economies in 

which it operates.

The life-changing improvements alluded to above 

by regional director Chris Price are borne out across 

numerous flagship residential projects and work that 

is delivering step-changes to living standards and the 

region’s commitment to reducing carbon.

A critical element in its endeavours are Tolent’s 

relationships with local authorities, which have seen 

the company embark on what is believed to be a UK-

first development model with Newcastle City Council.

Known as the Annuity Lease Back Model (ALBM), the 

innovative and unique programme sees council-owned 

land leased to a development partner for new houses to 

be financed, designed and built to agreed standards.

When construction work is complete, properties are 

leased back to the council for an agreed period of time 

and, at the end of that window, the authority owns all 

of the homes.  

For Tolent, the relationship has already proven to be 

extremely positive.

An initial £20 million scheme to deliver 148 

accessible and assisted living bungalows, apartments 

and Tyneside flats across five sites for people aged 55 

and over, or for those with specialist housing needs, has 

been hailed a major success.

In fact, such has been its impact, the business is 

now engaged on a second ALBM programme with 

the council to provide another 199 affordable rental 

properties across eight city sites.

“We deliver full turnkey bespoke solutions and 

have really strong relationships with a number of local 

authorities,” says Chris, “and through these we are 

creating communities for people to live. 

“We are making a big difference in Newcastle with 

our ALBM work alongside the council and partners 

such as Your Homes Newcastle.

“Our partnership has generated great opportunities 

for the council to deliver new housing while minimising 

its financial outlay.

“We’ve also supported Sunderland City Council to 

provide specialist assisted living properties for disabled 

tenants and delivered its first council houses for more 

than 40 years.

“We are delivering strong propositions that allow 

people to live independently for as long as they want 

to, all while being part of a wider community and closer 

to support services.”

Using the example of Tolent’s work to create the 

Elswick-based Hodgson House, which includes 16 

single-storey apartments designed for residents with 

on-set dementia and cognitive needs, development 

manager Harry Bell says the company’s work is “making 

life easier”.

“At the minute, a lot of dementia services are 

spread across Newcastle, for example, but by creating 

developments like Hodgson House, we are making it 

easier for people and improving their quality of life,” he 

says.

“They can be independent, but also have access to 

Construction_
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Building a new 
way of life

Having weathered the effects of COVID-19 
last year, Tolent is pressing ahead in 2021 
with a strong pipeline of work that includes 
pioneering local authority partnerships 
to deliver forward-looking accessible 
and assisted living properties, and key 
sustainability improvements to reduce the 
region’s carbon footprint. Steven Hugill finds 
out more.

www.tolent.co.uk
@Tolentplc
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assistance as and when they require it.” 

Another area where Tolent is driving positive change 

alongside local authorities is that on carbon reduction.

The company previously secured £1.9 million of 

work with Durham County Council to retrofit 180 

properties in the West Chilton area to ensure they meet 

environmental standards.

The work includes providing external wall insulation 

to 120 homes, installing air source heat pumps to 80 

properties and fitting photovoltaic panels to 25 houses.

“This is a really specialist area for us,” says Harry, “we 

have a lot of experience, the expertise and the staff to 

carry it out very effectively and very efficiently.”

Chris says the focus on sustainability permeates 

throughout Tolent.

“A key element within our work is how, as an 

organisation, we are sustainable,” he says.

“We are looking at how we can reduce our carbon 

footprint and become carbon neutral.

“We have to play our part and we are looking at 

things like electric company cars and ensuring we have 

charging points at offices and sites, and how we can 

source more materials with a lower footprint.”

Increasing sustainability will also be significant to 

another element of the business’ future – its workforce. 

Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, the firm was known 

for holding regular, successful school visits to its sites, 

to introduce the construction sector to its potential 

new workforce.

However, with coronavirus having made such trips 

impossible in recent months, the business has instead 

provided digital lessons for youngsters and donated 

laptops to schools and toys and gifts to charities.

“We want to show what our industry is all about and 

encourage people to come and work in the sector,” 

says Chris.

“We want people to engage with us to understand 

what it is we are doing, but that doesn’t just mean 

children, it means parents too.

“The sector is perhaps not seen as being very 

glamorous, but it has many different facets, and it isn’t 

just about someone laying bricks on a site.

“There is so much diversity and opportunity.”

To help ensure its talent pool remains deep, Tolent 

– which is also working with Chapter Homes on 

developments across the region – was a founding 

member of the PlanBEE programme.

An industry driven, higher-level skills programme 

inspired by Ryder Architecture and led by Gateshead 

College, it prepares students for careers in sectors 

such as architecture, engineering, building services and 

construction and site management.

The company has already recruited four members of 

staff through PlanBEE and, Chris says, is keen to extend 

its relationship.

“The people on that programme are coming through 

with a lot of skills, and they can see there is a tangible 

route to getting a career in the industry.

“As a big local employer, we have a responsibility to 

do this, and it is something we will continue doing.”

And such focus on the future has helped Tolent move 

into 2021 with real momentum, despite the implications 

of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Having reacted quickly last year to introduce health 

and safety measures, which meant sites were closed for 

only three weeks during the spring national lockdown, 

the business was able to bring many projects to 

successful conclusions.

And in an environment where the Government has 

introduced its ‘Build, Build, Build’ programme to reform 

the planning system and increase housebuilding, Chris 

says Tolent is primed to thrive over the course of the 

next 12 months and beyond.

“2020 was a challenge but it was still a successful 

year,” he adds.

“We embraced the difficulties that came our way 

and were helped too by our fantastic clients and supply 

chain.

“The last two or three months of 2020 were hectic, 

and things are really moving again in the sector.

“There is huge demand, and we are seeing no signs 

of it slowing down.”
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The COVID-19 pandemic may have thwarted many plans in 2020, but the North East’s 
local authorities aren’t letting the travails of the last year affect their outlook for 2021. 

Steven Hugill and Richard Dawson hear from leaders and officials from across the region 
about their plans and why the coming 12 months and beyond will welcome a new dawn of 

investment, prosperity and job creation.

Local authorities

Darlington has a number 
of infrastructure projects 
in the pipeline, such as the 
redevelopment of the town’s 
Bank Top railway station, 
plans for a new A1 link 
road and the revitalisation 
of its Head of Steam rail 
museum. Given the impact 
of COVID-19, how confident 
are you that funding will be 
secured for these projects 
and, if it does come to 
fruition, what sort of impact 
will these developments have 
on the town’s economy and 
jobs market?

“These three projects all serve 

to show the vision we have for 

Darlington – to create modern, 

impactful facilities that 

serve our local communities 

and visitors to the town, all 

underpinned by an energetic 

and growing business base.

“All three have been shown to 

have a strong business case 

for Government investment 

and we are confident that 

funding will be secured for 

each.

“The regeneration of the 

station is a key multi-million-

pound infrastructure project, 

benefiting not only Darlington 

but also the whole of the Tees 

Valley and the wider North 

East.

“Bank Top is a key gateway 

and investment will realise 

significant transport and 

wider regeneration benefits. 

“Improvement to the East 

Coast Mainline is vital if it is 

to operate at its best and this 

has long been recognised 

by industry experts and the 

Government. 

“The creation of a 

dedicated Tees Valley line 

and platform will open up 

huge opportunities for extra 

rail services, providing 

fast, reliable journeys for 

commuters and visitors.

“It will also give us the 

opportunity to regenerate 

the zone around the station, 

A new dawn breaking

Profile

Councillor Heather Scott,
leader of Darlington 
Borough Council
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strengthening the links to 

Central Park and making use 

of the land newly-vacated by 

the former cattle market site.

“We’ve long touted 

Darlington’s excellent position 

on the East Coast Mainline, 

its close proximity to the A1 

and A19, as well as being close 

to the revitalised Teesside 

International Airport, and it’s 

vital we continue to exploit 

those links where possible.

“The completion of the A66 

bypass around Darlington – 

completing the last link in the 

chain at the northern end of 

the town and providing north 

and southbound access to 

the A1 from Teesside – is key 

to this. 

“Not only will it take huge 

amounts of heavy traffic 

away from residential areas, 

but it will cut the journey 

time for hauliers looking to 

reach the motorway network 

significantly. I am sure the 

plans for the road network 

around Darlington were a 

factor for Amazon as they 

are for other business here – 

and we believe that further 

investment in the strategic 

road network will catapult 

Darlington and the Tees Valley 

to even greater economic 

success. 

“The redevelopment of 

the Head of Steam Railway 

Museum is an exciting 

programme. 

“Darlington’s heritage 

perhaps has not been used to 

its full potential over the years, 

but the bicentenary of the first 

passenger rail journey in the 

world, between Stockton and 

Darlington, is a real chance to 

put that right. 

“Our plans for the museum 

will see the creation of a 

bright, modern heritage 

campus and visitor attraction, 

mixing Darlington’s past 

glories with our current 

engineering excellence, 

making a particular feature 

of the A1 Steam Locomotive 

Trust as they build their latest 

engine, the Prince of Wales.

The challenges that lie ahead 

in the short-term are obvious 

and not to be underestimated 

but we believe that by 

following our vision and 

implementing the programmes 

we have developed, the 

future for Darlington and its 

residents is bright.”

The authority’s planning 
committee last month 
approved a blueprint to 
redevelop its Aykley Heads 
headquarters site into a 
business park. First-phase 
development work is 
anticipated to begin early 
this year, with the council 
switching to a smaller 
office base and relocating 
some workers to Crook and 
Seaham. How much does this 
development speak about 
the council’s sustainable 
approach to future operations 
and its commitment to 
strengthening County 
Durham’s reputation as a 
business hub?

“The approval of plans to 

transform our Aykley Heads 

site into a major business 

park is a key moment in the 

delivery of our £3.4 billion 

economic strategy and, after 

an exceptionally challenging 

year, a sign of brighter times 

ahead. 

“By transforming this prime 

site into a new and unique 

business location, we can 

deliver thousands more and 

better jobs in growing sectors 

and maximise our green 

economic growth for the 

county. 

“This in turn will strengthen 

our reputation as a business 

hub on a regional and national 

level, attracting even more 

investment into the county.

“Subject to the approval of 

the Secretary of State for 

Housing, Communities and 

Local Government, in the next 

few months work will begin on 

the first phase – the creation 

of 3500 square metres of 

flexible office space to the 

north of the site.

“This, combined with the 

second phase, which will see 

the development of the wider 

site, has the potential to boost 

our economy by £400 million 

and bring 4000 new and 

better jobs to the county, plus 

a further 1800 jobs during the 

construction phase.

“Of course, all major plans 

to create new jobs bring with 

them an element of risk, but 

in our many conversations 

with developers and business 

leaders, it is clear the 

potential of the Aykley Heads 

development is huge. 

“This view is shared by the 

North East England Chamber 

of Commerce and other 

businesses already located on 

the site, and it is easy to see 

why.

“Aykley Heads Business Park 

will be modern, sustainable 

and set among mature 

woodland, a stone’s throw 

from Durham’s historic city 

centre. 

Councillor 
Heather 
Scott, leader 
of Darlington 
Borough 
Council
-
“We are 
ambitious and 
will strive to 
do the best for 
Darlington, its 
businesses and 
residents.”
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“With close links to the East 

Coast Mainline and bus and 

cycling routes, it will offer a 

choice of green travel options. 

“Similarly, the addition of 

paths and seating areas 

within the landscaped areas 

will provide a pleasant 

environment for employees 

wishing to get some fresh 

air and exercise during their 

breaks.

“To make way for this once-

in-a-lifetime development, 

County Hall – the council’s 

current headquarters – will be 

demolished.

“Construction is underway 

on a significantly smaller 

headquarters at the Sands car 

park. 

“This will provide a base for 

1000 council staff, boosting 

footfall and trade in Durham 

city centre, as well as in Crook 

and Seaham, where other 

employees will be relocated.

“Aykley Heads forms 

an important part of our 

longstanding mission to 

attract investment right across 

our diverse county, boost 

our economy and provide 

thousands more jobs for 

the future, which in these 

challenging times are needed 

more than ever.”

The proposed £260 million 
arena complex on Gateshead 
Quayside took major steps 
forward last year, securing 
planning approval in 
November. Why is this such 

an important development 
for bolstering the area’s 
international appeal and what 
progress can we expect to be 
made on the site this year? 

“As our region looks to the 

future following the impact of 

COVID-19, this international 

development signals 

confidence and reassurance 

at a critical time for our 

economy. 

“As well as creating more 

jobs for the region and playing 

a vital role in accelerating 

the repair and growth of our 

economy, this scheme will 

raise our international profile 

and bring further investment 

across a range of key sectors 

while unlocking further 

redevelopment on adjacent 

sites.

“The immediate economic 

impact will be felt at the 

construction phase with Sir 

Robert McAlpine expected on 

site early 2021, creating more 

than 600 jobs and supporting 

the local supply chain with 

a projected £75 million of 

investment across the next 

two financial years alone. 

“Construction is critical in 

supporting public services 

and keeping the economy 

functioning. 

“The development will 

confirm the region’s reputation 

for world-class conferencing 

and events and capitalises on 

a demand the region has been 

unable to meet. 

“It will showcase the 

region’s strengths to a global 

audience. 

“The regeneration story 

of our quayside continues, 

and this comes at a time 

when creating new jobs and 

opportunities for people has 

never been so important.”

Work to bolster 
Middlesbrough’s position 
as a nucleus for developing 
technology, digital and 
manufacturing companies 
grew at pace in 2020, as 
the opening of the Tees 
Advanced Manufacturing 
Park (TeesAMP) was 
complemented by the 
expansion of the Boho 
campus. With the former 
now welcoming tenants, and 
the latter due for completion 
in early 2021, how strong 
is the town’s offer now for 
innovative businesses seeking 
space to expand?

“It’s incredibly strong. Great 

things are happening here and 

specialist firms big and small 

want to be part of what we’re 

building in Middlesbrough.

“Middlesbrough bucked the 

trend in building and letting 

commercial space throughout 

2020. 

Profile

Sheena Ramsay, chief 
executive at Gateshead 
Council
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Andy Preston, Mayor of 
Middlesbrough
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Sheena 
Ramsay, chief 
executive at 
Gateshead 
Council
-
“The addition 
of iconic 
developments like 
the Gateshead 
Quayside 
complex will 
attract even 
more visitors and 
transform their 
experience when 
they get here.”
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“Now, more than ever, 

we understand the need to 

transform the local economy 

to protect people’s livelihoods.

 “You mention TeesAMP – 

units there have been let 

to a number of specialist 

companies.

“Around a third of the space 

is occupied, and terms have 

been agreed on a further 

69,000sq ft. In total, TeesAMP 

provides 180,000sq ft of high-

quality industrial units with 

exceptional transport links.

“TeesAMP was also picked 

by the Government to be 

the new national centre of 

excellence to research and 

develop the use of hydrogen 

technology to power 

transport. We’re introducing a 

green strategy with stretching 

targets and want to lead the 

way on environment issues.

“Boho is another point you 

raise. 

“Digital jobs are so 

important. On average, a 

job in the sector has twice 

the average earnings of an 

average Middlesbrough job.

 “Boho is going from 

strength-to-strength and 

we will absolutely make 

Middlesbrough the UK’s digital 

city. 

“Boho 8 is just weeks away 

from completion now, and the 

good news is we’re in talks 

with businesses about taking 

all the units once they’re 

ready.

“That’s a mix of businesses 

taking extra space and those 

expanding into the Boho Zone. 

“What we’ve seen in the 

past six months is a trend 

in businesses needing more 

space due to their success.

“Boho 8 allows us to cater 

for high-growth businesses 

right here in Middlesbrough. 

 “A planning application has 

been submitted for the next 

piece in the jigsaw, Boho X.

“We’re talking about 

60,000sq ft of the ultimate 

office space, ideal for the 

digital companies that will 

do great things across the 

world from their base in 

Middlesbrough.

“Boho X will attract new 

investment and support 

hundreds of new jobs – but I’m 

determined that Boho is about 

much more than just business.

“We’ll develop the Boho 

Village residential area to 

attract more people to live in 

the town centre, where they’ll 

have the right mix of retail, 

hospitality and leisure right on 

their doorstep.

“Only the other day, I read 

a round-up of all the brilliant 

opportunities available in 

our digital sector – bright, 

ambitious people want to be 

part of something exciting.

“We’ve got a strong 

platform to build on and that’s 

exactly what we’re going to 

do. 

“Middlesbrough is the 

perfect place for businesses 

looking to grow and dominate 

in their markets.”

Despite the ongoing 
COVID-19 disruption, a 
number of key construction 
projects made significant 
progress in 2020, from 
The Lumen on Newcastle 

Helix and Hadrian’s Tower 
on St James Boulevard, to 
the appointment of Ryder 
as architects for the Bank 
House regeneration scheme 
on Pilgrim Street. How will 
you be generating interest 
in these projects in 2021 and 
ensuring that there is strong 
take-up as and when they 
reach completion?

“The Lumen is now almost 

fully let. 

“Hadrian’s Tower and Bank 

House are both privately 

funded developments that will 

be marketed by their owners.

“The council is working 

with Taras Properties, who are 

developing parts of Pilgrim 

Street which, for the council, 

is a strategic employment site. 

“It is the role of the council 

to promote strategic sites 

to prospective developers 

in a bid to attract capital 

investment into the city. We 

do this in a number of ways.

“For example, attendance 

at the international property 

exhibition MIPIM over several 

years helped successfully 

attract significant private 

sector investment into the city. 

Profile

Councillor Ged Bell, 
cabinet member for 
employment and culture at 
Newcastle City Council 
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“Invest Newcastle, our 

inward investment agency, 

also works to secure capital 

investment, attract new 

businesses and create 

jobs across a range of 

strategically important and 

growing sectors, including 

life sciences, tech, digital, 

creative professional services 

and manufacturing.”

Amid the uncertainty of 
COVID-19, work progressed 
appreciably last year on the 
Teesworks development, 
which is transforming the 
ex-SSI UK steelworks into a 
major low-carbon industrial 
zone. As we head into 2021, 
and further construction 
works begin, just how 
significant is Teesworks to 
the future of Redcar and 
Cleveland’s jobs landscape, 
and how important a role will 
it play in highlighting the area 
internationally as a trading 
hub?

“The potential of Teesworks 

as an industrial site of 

international significance is 

huge, and it has the potential 

to create tens of thousands 

of high-quality jobs for 

generations to come.

“Progress has been ongoing 

since the closure of the SSI 

UK steelworks in 2015, and 

it’s worth remembering those 

works were just one part of 

the vast 4500-acre site- the 

UK’s largest industrial zone.

“Progress has gathered 

pace in the last 12 months, 

during which time the site was 

rebranded as Teesworks. 

Work in that time has 

included:

•  “The start of a 12-month 

£393 million demolition and 

works plan, which will itself 

create 775 jobs and prepare 

the site for new industry

•  A makeover of the site 

to attract international 

business, including a 

new gatehouse, as well 

as improvements to the 

Steelworks’ bridge

•  Work to establish a 

Teesworks Skills Academy to 

ensure local people have the 

right skills to take advantage 

of job opportunities

Furthermore, national and 

international business 

leaders are continuing to 

take significant interest, and 

firm plans currently being 

developed include:

•  A world-first clean energy 

project to capture up to ten 

million tonnes of carbon 

emissions a year. The BP-led 

consortium project would 

create 5500 construction 

jobs and deliver a £450 

million economic boost to 

the region

•  A world-class manufacturing 

site for offshore wind, which 

would create 9000 jobs 

and support a further 1000 

construction posts over 

eight years. The 430-acre 

site will be remediated 

and could welcome its first 

tenants by 2022

•  The creation of a new waste-

to-energy plant

•  Plans for a new polyhalite 

fertiliser plant, with the 

product transported around 

the world

•  A 1.3-kilometre £90 million 

quay

•  A bid to make Teesside 

Britain’s first freeport, 

which would mean the 

area could benefit from tax 

reliefs, simplified customs 

procedures and streamlined 

planning processes, which 

would attract business from 

across the globe

2020 saw the publication 
of the Riverside Sunderland 
Masterplan to create 1000 
new homes and one million 
sq ft of offices and workspace 
on the banks of the River 
Wear. How do you expect the 
development to progress as 
we enter 2021 and what kind 
of opportunities will there be 
for local companies to win 
contract work on the site?

“Riverside Sunderland is one 

of, if not the most, ambitious 

city centre regeneration 

projects in the UK at this 

current moment in time.

“It’s a masterplan that will 

reinvigorate the city in a 

wider sense too – creating a 

place we can be proud to call 

the heart of Sunderland and 

creating jobs, not only through 

the businesses relocating to 

the site, but also the entire 

supply chain.

“Throughout the 

construction of The Beam 

– the site’s flagship office 

space, which has already 

attracted Ocado, Penshaw 

View and Asset55 – we have 

worked with local developers 

to bring the project to life, 

Profile

Profile

Councillor Mary Lanigan, 
leader of Redcar & 
Cleveland Borough Council

Councillor Graeme Miller, 
leader of Sunderland City 
Council
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Andy Preston, 
Mayor of 
Middlesbrough
-
“Companies don’t 
need to move on 
or outgrow the 
town – they can 
grow with us and 
be part of what 
we’re building.”
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providing opportunities across 

the supply chain for regional 

companies such as Tolent and 

Desco.

“The development of City 

Hall, on land immediately 

adjacent to The Beam, 

has also strengthened this 

commitment. 

“Designed by Faulkner 

Browns Architects and 

constructed by local firm 

Bowmer + Kirkland, the 

building officially topped out 

in August and will be home to 

nearly 2000 workers when it 

opens its doors.

“Add to that the two Grade 

A office buildings that are set 

to be constructed by global 

investment giant Legal & 

General, the development 

of a new housing scheme, 

a multi-storey car park, two 

pedestrian footbridges and 

a new city centre hotel, and 

we are confident 2021 will 

herald a new dawn for the 

city as we continue to deliver 

on our promise to develop 

new housing, jobs and leisure 

facilities to the people of 

Sunderland. 

“But Riverside Sunderland is 

just the beginning.

“Sunderland is springing 

back to life.  

“We’re seeing more and 

more investment flooding into 

the city. 

“The private sector is 

alive to the opportunities 

and that is bringing about 

transformation at a pace not 

seen for decades.

“Over the next decade, 

Sunderland will become a 

‘magnet city’. Aspirational 

families will move here.  

“Corporates will see this as a 

place where they want to do 

business – and their people 

will spend money in the city 

centre stimulating new jobs 

and business growth.  

“Visitors will come to enjoy 

our unique offer – riverside, 

seaside and city centre.  

“We will attract people 

– we will reinvent the heart 

of Sunderland and send a 

message that this is the place 

to be.”

North Tyneside Council paid 
out more than £34 million 
in grant funding to local 
businesses last year and 
backed numerous campaigns 
to encourage residents to 
buy local. How will you 
look to build on this work 
moving forward and ensure 
that the thriving scene for 
independent businesses in 
areas such as Tynemouth, 
Cullercoats and Whitley Bay 
is sustained in 2021? 

“The next 12 months and 

beyond promise to be a 

really exciting time for the 

whole of North Tyneside 

with our Ambition for North 

Tyneside strategy, which 

outlines how the council 

hopes to help shape each part 

of the borough and make sure 

it is fit for the future.

“As part of that, we’re 

also continuing apace with 

our Ambition for North 

Shields and will finalise the 

North Shields Town Centre 

and Fish Quay masterplan, 

aimed at transforming the 

town centre and riverside into 

an environment where people 

choose to live, work and 

spend their leisure time. 

“Our town centre support 

will continue through our 

recovery plan, which includes 

action plans for our town 

centres, and we will keep 

working closely with local 

chambers of trade and 

businesses to keep North 

Tyneside a great place to live, 

work and visit.

“We will also be working 

with the North of Tyne 

Combined Authority to create 

a programme to help anyone 

who has recently lost their 

job get back into employment 

as quickly as possible, and 

we continue to support and 

encourage new employment 

opportunities and inward 

investment. 

“A fantastic example of 

a business we’ve recently 

supported to set up a new 

base in North Tyneside 

is Verisure, based at the 

Quorum Business Park, which 

is continuing to expand.”

South Tyneside looks set to 
benefit from the burgeoning 
offshore wind and renewable 
energy sector, with Port of 
Tyne being chosen as the 
manufacturing base for the 
world’s largest wind farm 
– Dogger Bank. Moving 
forward, how will the 
council look to maximise this 
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opportunity and make sure 
as many of the skilled jobs 
being created will go to local 
people? 

“The announcement by 

Equinor and SSE Renewables, 

the two companies behind 

the world’s biggest offshore 

wind farm Dogger Bank, to 

build a new operations and 

maintenance base at the 

Port of Tyne is great news for 

South Tyneside and the wider 

North East.

“This initial investment will 

lead to the creation of 200 

jobs, significant private sector 

investment and supply chain 

opportunities.

“South Tyneside has a 

reputation for providing 

an unrivalled skills pool for 

offshore and marine roles, 

as well as fabrication skills, 

and those necessary for 

engineering design and 

innovation. 

“We have a well-established 

joint commitment between 

education and business, to 

mould work-ready further 

education students and 

graduates by giving them 

‘real-world’ experiences to 

guide them into their chosen 

field of expertise.

“We are working with the 

sector to upskill and develop 

the current workforce to 

meet this demand, to create 

strength in our proposition 

to attract further investment 

from the offshore energy 

sector to the borough. 

“We are doing this by 

working with schools, further 

education, higher education 

and training providers to 

promote career opportunities 

in the sector and inform 

curriculum development. 

“We are also working 

with partners, such as South 

Tyneside College, Jobcentre 

Plus and the National Careers 

Service, to access the pool of 

potential employees.

“Funding from the North 

East Local Enterprise 

Partnership has been secured 

to create a Manufacturing 

Zone within Jarrow Business 

Centre to support high-growth 

businesses in the offshore 

energy supply chain. 

“The zone will provide 

affordable, high-quality 

manufacturing space and 

incubation support for 

high-growth potential 

SMEs operating in the 

advanced manufacturing 

and energy sectors in South 

Tyneside, creating and 

sustaining employment 

opportunities and supporting 

productivity, innovation and 

competitiveness.

“We will continue to work 

with our local firms to help 

them to diversify into the 

offshore supply chain through 

dedicated business support 

(particularly to maximise 

export opportunities post-EU 

exit) and grow-on space, 

nurturing South Tyneside’s 

offshore cluster.”

“We are confident this 

opportunity will help us 

bounce back from this 

unprecedented challenge of 

adapting and ensuring the 

future is bright.
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North East Times contacted 
all 12 of the region’s councils 
for comment. The authorities 
represented on these pages 
are those that sent replies to 
the questions posed. As well as 
appearing here in print, a wider 
insight into each council’s plans for 
2021 – and their response to the 
COVID-19 pandemic – will feature 
on North East Times’ website  

The council last year revealed 
a “once in a generation” plan 
to transform Stockton’s high 
street and surrounding area 
by creating a riverside park 
and office development that 
will open up the town to 
the River Tees. How is that 
blueprint progressing as 
we start 2021 following the 
effects of COVID-19, and just 
what sort of impact will your 
planned changes have on the 
town, its high street and its 
economy?

“Last year, we began a public 

consultation about the future 

of Stockton town centre to get 

an idea of the type of things 

the public would like to see 

to develop the town and high 

street by tackling empty shops 

and opening up the town to 

the river.

“After completing the 

purchase of the Castlegate 

Shopping Centre and the 

Swallow Hotel, we are now 

progressing with bold plans 

to demolish both of these 

buildings to make way for a 

riverside park and offices.

“The impact of the 

COVID-19 pandemic has 

seen the decline of large high 

street names nationally, which 

only reinforces the need to 

enact change across our town 

centres to ensure they are not 

solely reliant on retail.

“There’s been investment 

in exciting projects, like the 

building of the Hampton 

by Hilton Hotel and the 

restoration of the Globe, 

which is due to open in 2021 

and will pull in up to 200,000 

visitors a year.

“Stockton is being taken in 

this new direction because 

shop numbers are falling and 

it’s these kind of experiences 

that will draw future 

generations into the town 

centre.

“In early 2020, the 

council also asked for the 

public’s thoughts on future 

opportunities of development 

in town centres and high 

streets in Billingham, Ingleby 

Barwick, Norton, Thornaby 

and Yarm. We received more 

than 1600 responses- all of 

these are helping to form 

exciting plans for the future 

for each of the borough’s 

towns.

“This is a continuation of 

the changes we have been 

making in recent years to 

transform the six town centres 

into places that people might 

choose to visit for reasons 

other than just shopping.”

Profile

Councillor Bob Cook, 
leader of Stockton-on-Tees 
Borough Council
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Councillor 
Graeme Miller, 
leader of 
Sunderland 
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-
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Sunderland will 
be transformative 
for the city and 
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-
“The fact 
Teesworks is right 
by one of Britain’s 
busiest industrial 
ports adds to its 
international 
importance.”
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THE WORK AND HEALTH PROGRAMME: JOB ENTRY 

Targeted Support (WHP JETS) scheme is designed to 

support those who have found themselves out of work 

due to COVID-19. 

These highly-skilled individuals are equipped with 

the latest relevant industry-backed training, at no cost 

to the recruiting organisation. 

Supporting local people into local jobs, Reed 

in Partnership’s recently-launched recruitment 

and training service, which is fully-funded by the 

Government, provides job-ready candidates, who have 

found themselves out of work due to COVID-19, across 

a variety of industries, including: logistics, transport 

and distribution, professional, business and financial 

services, manufacturing, creative and digital, health 

and social care, construction and more.

The expert team at Reed in Partnership recognise 

these individuals are highly-skilled assets for local 

businesses and through the WHP JETS scheme, update 

their existing competencies with the latest relevant 

industry-backed training to ensure they are ready to hit 

the ground running.

A stepped process ensures businesses and 

individuals alike are supported to achieve their 

potential. 

Step One - The business explains their specific 

recruitment needs and Reed in Partnership’s 

recruitment managers work closely with each 

business to understand organisational and recruitment 

requirements to underpin business planning and 

resourcing.

Step Two - Advisers identify suitable candidates from 

the large WHP JETS talent pool and ensure they have 

the right skills and qualities for each role. The team also 

support through screening, interviewing and induction, 

plus tailored training programmes (also provided at no 

cost to the recruiting organisation) ensure candidates 

and employers are carefully united. 

Step Three - Recruitment and review. Reed in 

Partnership will keep in touch to see how new 

employees are progressing and what more they can do 

to help, such as further skills training or to arrange a 

plan to help with the next recruitment cycle. 

Nicola Whelan, head of delivery support at Reed in 

Partnership, says: “Just in its third month of delivery, 

the rate at which our team has collaborated with local 

businesses and matched their needs to our growing 

pool of talented candidates is astonishing. 

“Welcoming 14,903 referrals and 9673 starts¹ on 

programme and a phenomenal 1897 job starts since 

October 5, each skilled WHP JETS participant has 

worked closely with our expert employment advisers 

to develop a personal plan of action aligned to each 

recruiting company’s needs.”

Nicola adds: “Engagement and buy-in from 

businesses continues to be crucial to the success of this 

scheme. We’re ready to support businesses with the 

provision of highly-trained staff to underpin business 

needs, so urge organisations to contact us to explore 

the fully-funded support available to them.” 

Reed in Partnership’s WHP JETS team has a wealth 

of experience of working with employers of all sizes, 

across multiple sectors. This Government-backed 

scheme represents a huge cost saving for companies, 

which could otherwise spend on average £4500 on a 

recruitment agency – they can access the same service 

and support through WHP JETS for free. 

Fully-funded WHP JETS scheme helps thousands of local 
people into local jobs
Reed in Partnership’s new service has already seen almost 2000 skilled local people find jobs 
with businesses across the North East.

www.readyforeverything.co.uk
hello@readyforeverything.co.uk
0800 025 3058

Reed in 
Partnership
-
WHP JETS is 
commissioned by 
the Department 
for Work and 
Pensions and 
part-funded by 
the European 
Social Fund.
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THE INSIGHT UNCOVERED BY EXPLAIN HAS 
benefited some of the largest organisations in the North 

East – allowing them to be on the pulse of the factors 

affecting their customers. Research and engagement, 

and the insight it uncovers, will support your business to 

succeed in 2021. 

What is research and engagement? 
At its heart, market research is all about gathering 

information using different methodologies that can be 

broken down 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 Davis, managing director, 

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.

“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 has 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 is a two-way conversation.”

Who are Explain? 
Explain is a full-service qualitative and quantitative 

market research agency based in Newcastle - delivering 

projects nationally. The team at Explain, make Explain. It 

is testament to their innovative, intelligent, and dynamic 

team that 2020 has been a year, where in an incredibly 

difficult environment, Explain has prospered.  Explain’s 

approach to clients is always one of collaboration, 

ensuring they deliver best practice solutions with added 

value. It is such relationships that have allowed them to 

continue to succeed this year.

The Explain business and team are guided by a four 

strong management team, led by managing director 

Kim Davis, with Emma Hopkins and Rebecca Crinson in 

the roles of research directors and Holly Shiel-Redfern 

as commercial director. The forward-thinking team 

committed to a management buyout in 2019 to ensure 

How insight will give you the leading-edge in 2021 
2020 has been the year of unprecedented change. With uncertainty in day-to-day lives and 
businesses, insight creates a strategic advantage - it promotes innovation, it acts as an early 
warning system, it supports businesses to measure successes and allows them to be nimble 
and make changes swiftly. 

www.explainresearch.co.uk
@ExplainMR

Market research_
Advertorial_Explain
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the continued growth of the agency. 

Each member of the management team brings their 

own unique set of skills and valuable experience. Kim 

leads in the running of the business and acts as strategic 

lead and is a critical friend for client projects ensuring all 

insights lead to action. 

Emma has vast research experience spanning 20 years 

delivering qualitative and quantitative programmes. 

Emma oversees several larger client tracking projects 

and is responsible for Explain’s telephone research 

centre.

Rebecca leads the client services team providing 

strategic guidance to ensure that the very best value 

is achieved from any research budget. With fourteen 

years’ experience in research and engagement, Rebecca 

is always looking at how the business innovates and 

continues to be sector leading in the design of Explain’s 

research programmes, which led to the development of 

their successful online community offering. 

Holly joined the already successful management 

team in 2017, bringing her experience of working in, 

and establishing growing, North East businesses. Holly 

is responsible for identifying growth opportunities for 

Explain and supports in the management of the overall 

business. As a management team, they didn’t expect a 

pandemic to overshadow their first year as new owners, 

that said, they’ve guided the team and their clients 

through a completely unknown terrain. They have 

designed and developed new solutions to continue to 

deliver research and engagement, moving all face-to- 

face research online, and investing in leading-edge new 

IT systems to support and facilitate remote working. 

Emma says: “This year, like many, we faced a 

significant challenge. We had to ensure we innovated 

and evolved to continue to meet the needs of our clients, 

whilst moving our entire team, including our telephone 

research team, to home working.” 

Rebecca says: “Our team is at the core of our decision 

making, and it was essential to Kim, Emma, Holly and 

I that we continued to deliver for our clients whilst 

prioritising the wellbeing of our team. We think we got 

this balance right. We are fortunate that a number of 

our clients have a regulatory requirement to undertake 

research, and this didn’t change due to the pandemic. 

We did not need to furlough any of our team, we have 

continued to recruit, and we have all learnt a lot. We 

have all certainly been on a journey since March!” 

The wider team at Explain all play vital roles in 

ensuring the business’s collective and continued success. 

As an SME business, each and every member of the 

team has a significant role to play. Explain is made up 

of a skilled team of over 45 members and includes an 

in-house telephone research team. A large proportion of 

the team have grown through the business, on their own 

personal runways, becoming specialists in qualitative 

and quantitative research. 

Holly says: “When I joined the business in 2017 one of 

the first things that was evident to me was the true sense 

of team. The mutual respect, genuine collaboration and 

sharing of success meant that the business had such a 

stable platform and foundation upon which to continue 

to grow.” A great example being the personal runways 

that the team have. 

Bryony Iles and Jeni Lagan, who are research 

managers at Explain, first joined the business as 

graduates in 2015 and they now lead significant research 

programmes for clients including Northumbrian Water 

and Northern Powergrid. 

Jeni says: “Joining Explain as a graduate, I really 

benefited from working directly with Kim, Rebecca 

and Emma, it allowed me to build a specialism in 

research and engagement and exposed me to a range 

of opportunities to progress.”  Charlie Bales first joined 

Explain in 2014 as a telephone researcher and now 

fulfils the role of data & insight executive. Specialising 

in all things data, Charlie provides expert support in 

the delivery and execution of research. Charlie says: 

“Working across projects, it is often my role to prepare 

and analyse data and support the team to deliver 

insight for our clients. Working at Explain I’ve had the 

opportunity to work on a range of projects. It’s great to 

see the story the data tells.”

Why now? 
If you currently undertake research and engagement 

to support your business planning, then you will 

understand the benefits and the strategic advantage it 

allows you to gain. Putting your customers, stakeholders, 

or employees at the heart of your decision-making 

means that you are informed, agile, and can make 

changes that have a positive impact on your business. 

If you do not currently invest in research and 

engagement, now is a good time to start. Most 

businesses, as we emerge from COVID-19 in 2021, will 

have a new starting point, a new line in the sand and 

insight will give you a commercial edge and support 

your business to succeed.  

What next for Explain? They have weathered the 

COVID-19 storm. Now moving forward, the future is 

about getting firmly back on the path towards growth in 

a way that allows the company to retain everything it’s 

about – trust, reliability and robust market research. 

Explain
-
is a market 
research agency 
that is committed 
to creating 
insightful 
and dynamic 
partnerships that 
deliver powerful 
and intelligent 
results. The team 
is made up of 
industry-leading 
qualitative and 
quantitative 
researchers, 
including our 
45 dedicated 
telephone 
researchers, all 
with cross sector 
experience.

Market research_
Advertorial_Explain
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Johnson heads to 
India to ‘get Global 

Britain done’

Prime Minister Boris Johnson is due to head to India this month as part of plans to 
boost relations between the UK and the world’s second most populous country. The visit 

will see Mr Johnson become the first British PM since Sir John Major to attend the 
Republican Day parade in New Delhi, which marks India’s independence from the 
UK. India became a full republic on January 26, 1950 after gaining independence 
in 1947. Bilateral relations between the two countries will be crucial in realising the 

Government’s global post-Brexit foreign policy agenda as India is a key player in the 
Indo-Pacific region. The UK’s trade and investment relationship with India is thought 

to be worth £24 billion a year and supports half a million jobs. There are also 842 
Indian companies in the UK with combined turnover of £41.2 billion. That includes 

1200 people employed by Newcastle-based Accord Healthcare Ltd.  The Prime Minister 
said: “I am absolutely delighted to be visiting India at the start of an exciting year 
for Global Britain and look forward to delivering the quantum leap in our bilateral 

relationship that Prime Minister Modi and I have pledged to achieve.”

Report
Trade_
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WHAT’S NEXT FOR GLOBAL

?
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If there’s one thing the UK was looking forward to 
more than the beginning of 2021, it was the end of 
2020. The number of people for whom last year was a 
good year is achingly small. Alas, here we are, finally, 
in the grip of a new year, once again daring to dream 
of a better time, a better Britain, a Global Britain. The 
Government’s mantra for what its post-Brexit foreign 
policy will be, Global Britain has all the makings of 
a national brand. We’ve been here before with Cool 
Britannia and its imperial predecessor Rule Britannia, 
but this time around, what scope is there for the 
British public to come together around a national 
brand? Richard Dawson asks Unwritten Group’s Lisa 
Eaton and Projector’s Phil Lowery what is next for 
Global Britain?  

4It’s a new dawn, it’s a new day, it’s a 

new life, but are we feeling good? 

After a pretty reprehensible 2020, 

who can say. If one thing is clear, it’s that 

there is a growing desire for a fresh start 

in more ways than is normally true at the 

beginning of a new year.

The last 12 months have been haunted 

by the coronavirus pandemic, which has 

taken away many of the things that bring 

us joy, while the endless Brexit discord 

has created anxiety for businesses, 

communities and the people who work 

and live in them. 

What will the next 12 months be like? 

Will the yearning of many people across 

the UK for something to believe in be 

answered? 

By way of an answer, we really have to 

ask, what’s next for Global Britain? 

The Government’s mantra for what its 

post-Brexit foreign policy will be, Global 

Britain is also an opportunity to create 

a national brand, something to unify a 

divided country, something to be positive 

about after a year of pessimism. 

The last time we had anything close to 

a national brand was in the all too brief 

period in the mid-90s when a renewed 

sense of national pride swept over Britain 

and found expression in the words ‘Cool 

Britannia’. 

A convergence of creativity had 

made the UK something of a cultural 

superpower in the 1990s, from the 

Britpop movement that spawned great 

acts like Blur and Oasis, to young British 

artists such as Damien Hirst and fashion 

designers like Alexander McQueen. 

The patriotic mood was captured 

perfectly by the image of Spice Girls’ 

singer Geri Halliwell sporting the iconic 

Union Jack dress. 

New Labour’s landslide victory under 

Tony Blair in 1997 also reflected the 

optimism and euphoria of the time. 

Unfortunately, Cool Britannia went out 

of fashion just as soon as it had come in, 

used mostly ironically after the year 2000. 

But for a few short years, it helped unify 

a country that had been through a lot of 

turmoil in the 1970s and 1980s.

The parallels between that time and our 

own are obvious, but what’s missing is the 

existence of a unifying national brand the 

general public can get behind.

Global Britain is clearly an attempt to 

Report
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provide the platform, but are we too close 

to the tumult to make it work? 

“I guess it depends if D:Ream and Kate 

Moss decide to back it!” says Lisa Eaton, 

managing director of Unwritten Group. 

“For a national brand to work, we, 

the people, need to live and breathe 

its values. I’m not sure if I believe that’s 

possible right now. 

“We haven’t got the energy we had 

back in 1997. 

“We’re all exhausted and disillusioned 

for so many reasons – COVID-19, Brexit, 

snap elections, US elections – it makes me 

wonder if now really is the right time to 

try and push for it.”

Phil Lowery, managing director of 

Projector, adds: “I think Global Britain is a 

big opportunity for us as a country – the 

attitude of it at least. 

“But as with any other brand in this day 

and age, it has to be authentic and be 

more than just a superficial message.” 

Herein lies the challenge.  

After four years of isolationist rhetoric 

from a Government more determined than 

ever to take back control, how can Global 

Britain be anything more than superficial? 

“I imagine the phrase has come out of 

a desire to overcome the impression that 

exiting the EU is a backward step,” says 

Phil, “perhaps to show other countries 

and the UK public that the Government is 

thinking on a bigger scale. 

“Unless it goes hand-in-hand with 

policy change, though, it’s probably 

in danger of being another superficial 

message.” 

Putting the tension between Global 

Britain and Take Back Control to one 

side for a second, there’s an important 

point to be made about the Government’s 

communications strategy more broadly.

The coronavirus pandemic has forcibly 

strengthened the need for clear and 

consistent communications and the 

Government has made serious efforts in 

this regard, but with mixed results. 

On the one hand, the ‘Stay at Home’ 

message was a soaring success. Never 

before has the British public followed an 

instruction from its Government in such 

a way. 

Part of that is due to the fact that failure 

to follow the rules carried with it the risk 

of catching a deadly virus. But it was also 

a powerful public information campaign in 
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CHANGE
    is the only 

   CONSTANT
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Words by Richard Dawson              Photography by Christopher Owens
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Switching a degree in engineering for a career in communications, 
Stephen Waddington has made a living out of embracing change. 
It was technological change that led him to set up his first 
company in the middle of the dot-com boom of the 1990s, and 
it was the changing media landscape that saw him take over as 
president of the CIPR in 2014. Now, changes brought about due 
to the coronavirus pandemic have roused the Preston-born PR 
practitioner to set up his own professional advisory firm – Wadds 
Inc. Richard Dawson speaks to Stephen to find out more about his 
life in media and communications and why he’s feeling optimistic 
about what 2021 has in store. 

Feature
Stephen Waddington_

4The ‘change is inevitable, growth 

is optional’ mantra is one that has 

epitomised the field of business 

mentoring and leadership coaching for 

some years now. 

What stops people and businesses 

from reaching their potential is an 

unwillingness to embrace change, or so 

the saying goes. 

They see change coming down the 

track and run in the opposite direction. It’s 

a classic fight or flight response. 

The coronavirus pandemic, however, 

has left us with nowhere to run to – 

change is here whether we like it or not. 

For this and other reasons, marketing, 

media and public relations professional 

Stephen Waddington believes 2021 will be 

a year full of opportunities for people and 

businesses. 

He would know, having made a 

career out of embracing change – the 

professional advisor’s manifesto even 

starts with the words “change is the 

only constant”. 

It’s easy to see why Stephen thinks 

in this way. He has spent two decades 

working in media and communications at 

a time when that industry has seen more 

change than perhaps any other. 

Ever since the forward march of the 

personal computer in the early 1990s, the 

media landscape has been transformed by 

technology. 

Stephen graduated into this context in 

1994, but not with the degree you 

might expect. 

Hailing from Preston, in Lancashire, 

the former president of the Chartered 

Institute of Public Relations (CIPR) was 

the first generation of his family to go 

to university and as such felt a strong 

responsibility to get a professional 

qualification. 

Following in his grandfather’s footsteps, 

he studied engineering at Salford 

University and planned for a future as an 

electronic engineer. 

A year on placement at the Dartford-

Thurrock River Crossing quickly made him 

reconsider his plans, though.

“It was a big infrastructure project, but 

it was hard graft and really long shifts,” he 

explains.



81



82

“It genuinely put me off engineering for 

life.”

Fortunately, an opportunity presented 

itself to adapt his technical engineering 

skills into writing news and features for 

Electronics – the official magazine of the 

now defunct retailer Maplin. 

It was an exciting time to be writing 

about electronics, with so much 

innovation happening as a result of 

the growing capabilities of digital 

technologies.  

One of the most important 

developments was something all of us 

now spend multiple hours per day using – 

the internet. 

From 1995 to 2001, the massive growth 

in the adoption of the World Wide Web 

created enormous opportunities for 

businesses. 

The dot-com boom, as it is now known, 

is actually what encouraged Stephen to 

set up his first PR agency – Rainier. 

He says: “I saw an opportunity in 

1998/1999 because everyone seemed to 

be starting a dot-com business. There was 

a tonne of energy around it.

“I set up Rainier PR with a mate of mine 

working for firms that were building out 

the plumbing of the internet with new 

applications and software. 

“We built up incredibly quickly and 

then we had the crash, but we came back 

from that and it was a great business.”

In the five years leading up to March 

2000, technology companies with the 

‘.com’ suffix in their name became a huge 

source of speculative investment. 

So much so that the Nasdaq Composite 

stock market index on which many of 

these businesses were listed rose by 400 

per cent in value.

It was an unsustainable pace of growth 

that created an asset price bubble, 

which burst at the beginning of the new 

millennium.  

Many of these companies had price to 

earnings ratios of 200, meaning that their 

stock market valuations were 200 times 

higher than their annual revenues.

When the investor capital dried up, 

scores of dot-com businesses fell into 

liquidation. 

Hard as it may be to believe today, 

Amazon was one of the firms that nearly 

went under, losing a large portion of its 

market capitalisation. 

For Stephen’s fledging PR business, the 

crash was something of a setback. 

But the young entrepreneur embraced 

the changes he was seeing and 

understood that the internet was going to 

be part of the architecture of the future. 

“You could still see the trajectory and 

the growth of the internet,” he affirms. 

“It was clear where the direction of 

travel was going.”

Rainier was sold to a business called 

Loewy in 2004 and Stephen went on to 

work for the successor company that was 

formed from its merger with two other 

agencies – Speed. 

The rationale behind Speed was to look 

at how businesses could benefit from 

building their own media channels on the 

internet. 

The Economist and Associated Press 

were some of the company’s early anchor 

clients. 

“We followed the technology at Rainier, 

whereas at Speed, we followed the 

changes in media,” Stephen explains. 

The changes were vast indeed. 

From around 2005 onwards, more 

widespread access to the internet led to a 

proliferation of alternative media outlets, 

all operating in a digital capacity and 

Feature
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challenging the hegemony of print media 

for the first time. 

This fragmentation of the media 

landscape saw newspapers and 

magazines begin to lose out on 

advertising spend to the likes of Google 

and other emerging online platforms.

Stephen authored a book about this 

phenomenon called Brand Anarchy, 

describing how, suddenly, anyone with 

access to a computer could essentially 

become a media company.  

It would be the first of many for the 

future visiting professor of Newcastle 

University. 

The anarchy has only accelerated 

in the years since Stephen’s first book. 

Now, all anyone needs to become a 

media company is a Facebook, Twitter or 

Instagram account. 

Naturally, this has revolutionised PR as 

it has publishing and all other parts of the 

media and communications industry. 

What has guided Stephen through is his 

open-mindedness, something which he 

believed was in short supply at the CIPR 

in the early 2010s. 

He explains: “Like many organisations, 

the CIPR was thinking about what was 

going on in the media industry at the time. 

“I was really critical of it for being slow 

and for not getting its head around the 

changes that were happening. 

“They were talking about online blogs 

being vanity media and that the whole 

thing would disappear whereas I realised 

there was something more fundamental 

going on. 

“I got into a very public debate.” 

Following a robust discussion about 

the future of PR in a fragmented media 

landscape, Stephen decided to put his 

money where his mouth was and run for 

the CIPR presidency in 2013. 

He won the contest and became 

president in 2014, using his one-year 

tenure to help modernise the professional 

body and make it fit for the future. 

“There are moments in time where 

organisations need that sort of approach,” 

he says.

In 2015, Stephen became the 

Feature
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Stephen Waddington                           www.wadds.co.uk  |  @wadds
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chief engagement officer at global 

communications consultancy Ketchum, 

having been with the company since 2012. 

Here, he was tasked with building the 

company’s digital and social media teams 

throughout Europe, the Middle East, 

Russia and China. 

Travelling internationally for work 

for the first time, Stephen was exposed 

to how media organisations operate in 

different countries, particularly in China 

and Russia where state-sponsored outlets 

play an important role. 

In China, there’s also widespread 

censorship of the media industry, 

particularly on the internet where the 

anarchy we experience in the West has 

been somewhat reined in. 

“You’re sat in your hotel room in Beijing 

watching CNN and suddenly it goes 

black,” he recalls. “Then there’s loads of 

websites you can’t access. 

“From a Western mindset, government 

intervention in the media is very difficult 

to get your head around. 

“At the same time, the pace of 

innovation in China is incredible.” 

These international insights have 

served Stephen well in his latest venture 

– Wadds Inc., which already has clients 

in the US and beyond. Set up in June 

last year as the pandemic was raging on, 

Wadds Inc. is a professional advisory firm 

offering management level experience 

to companies who might want to bring 

in a senior person but may not be able to 

afford the salary. 

It’s another example of Stephen taking 

advantage of the opportunities he 

believes are always around the corner. 

He says: “At every stage of my 

career, I’ve benefitted from the boom in 

innovation and technology just riding one 

wave after another.” 

Looking ahead to what the post-

COVID-19 future might hold, Stephen’s 

advice to other entrepreneurs is simple. 

“It’s been an incredible time but one of 

the things I’ve taken from it is, if you’re 

brave, you’ll be rewarded,” he says. 

“If you put energy out there into a 

market and do something positive, you’ll 

get it back in spades and spades.”

The one-time engineer also sees 2021 as 

a reset moment – a time to try something 

different and make bold decisions about 

the future.  

He explains: “When you get a reset 

moment like this, it’s a great time to build 

a business at the bottom of the market 

and then benefit from the recovery. 

“We’re in a bit of a challenge at the 

moment, but just think about the way 

we’ve experienced ten years of innovation 

in ten months. 

“The pandemic has changed how we 

think about workspaces, personal health, 

retail and education – there’s four massive 

business opportunities right there.” 

It’s an injection of optimism fit for a new 

year and a new world that will need it in 

abundance.
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The region has a strong reputation for nurturing talent into 
the workers of tomorrow. But if you could choose one game-
changing policy that would further bolster the North East’s 
skills and talent pool, what would it be?

The world is changing, and education must not only keep up, 

but stay ahead. Further education really is a stepping-stone to a 

career, and that means we have to be not only cognizant of, but 

deliver against, the skills needs of business now and in the future, 

preparing our young people for work.  

We know how digital has permeated all sectors, and I would 

love to see the Government support the transformation of 

colleges and sixth forms to allow them to deliver education that 

reflects the environment young people will find themselves in 

when they move into employment.

Properly funded, well-supported colleges are worth their 

weight in gold – as an economic driver to the areas we operate in 

through our own investment, but also in terms of the incredible 

workforce we nurture and develop and the impact they are able 

to have on businesses when they leave us.  

Aligning our training and offer to the needs of employers is 

something I feel hugely passionate about and it’s why I am proud 

to chair the North East LEP’s skills advisory board. 

As well as developing close links with employers to ensure we 

understand their needs, colleges are absolutely reliant on the 

Government to support us to ensure we have the funds available 

to invest in our facilities and deliver future-focused education, 

which is a major priority at Education Partnership North East. 

Why would this hold so much promise for the region?

Because we would be preparing disrupters – people who 

understand how technology can and will influence the future of 

all industries and can bring that capability to industry. 

Having people who are prepared for the workplace, and can 

genuinely affect change within it, is critical to business and we 

want to develop talent with the competence and confidence to 

do just that. 

That’s why we’re investing in creating truly state-of-the-art 

spaces, where our students make use of technology, and when 

they leave us, they take this skill into the workplace with them.  

Are there sufficient links between the education sector and 
key employers to ensure young people are prepared for the 
realities of the North East jobs market? 

I’m really proud of the links we have with employers at 

Education Partnership North East. 

We work in partnership to really understand how industry is 

changing and what we can do to support employers, through 

relevant employer-focused training.  

In September, we launch our T-Levels, which will take that 

a step further. T-Levels will have a heavy focus on student 

placements and work-experience, which, paired with a focus on 

theoretical, academic learning, will deliver young people with 

skills that are fine-tuned for business.  

We’ll be working in partnership with companies to deliver 

these new qualifications, which will set a new standard when it 

comes to linking training to enterprise, and we’re thrilled to offer 

this route to students and employers looking to engage with us to 

unearth the next generation of talent.  

Alongside that, we are working with other educational 

partners across the region to develop the North East Institute 

of Technology, which will see us join forces to provide a natural 

progression route for young people and adults into higher level 

study and technical employment in areas such as construction 

and the built environment, advanced manufacturing and 

engineering.

Our Washington Campus will be transformed with purpose-

built learning spaces and workshops featuring state-of-the-art 

equipment, and exceptional advanced manufacturing and 

construction facilities at City Campus will also be enhanced, to 

give students a world-class learning environment and employers 

the skilled workforce they need.

We are working with major local employers to deliver that 

– again, proof of the growing collaboration that is happening 

between industry and education.  

Long may it continue. 

Feature
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THE LAST WORD
In the first of a new series, Ellen Thinnesen, Education Partnership North East chief executive, closes this 

issue of North East Times by looking at the future of the skills network and the importance of tailoring 
training to provide youngsters with the right attributes to thrive in the working world.

www.educationpartnershipne.ac.uk
@EPNorthEast
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