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When the team relaunched North East Times in 2015,
we were focused on our ambition to establish a brand
that raised the bar for regional print. A publication that
has journalistic integrity, is representative of the diverse
business landscape, and informs, engages and inspires.
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4This commitment to retaining quality
has always, and continues to be, reflected
in our commercial strategy, and how
we position North East Times in the
marketplace.
We have continuously invested in the
team, and now have 100+ combined years
of experience in publishing and media.
That unparalleled expertise in producing
a print publication is showcased in our
offering.
We have always demonstrated value
through long-term partnerships, working
intentionally with a client to understand
their objectives and implementing a
tailored, multi-channelled strategy to
make real impact in the marketplace.
And what have we learnt in the past
twelve months?
That it is more important than ever to
retain our focus on the long-term, with a
purpose-driven vision, to be the voice of
North East business.
We now have more clarity than ever. We
need to stay in our lane.

2020 were no longer relevant, and the
team adapted to produce the ‘Disrupted
Issue’ in May last year, exploring how
the North East was coping in light of the
pandemic.
It was a pivotal moment for the future
of North East Times, a shift in perspective
that opened up a conversation about our
editorial and commercial strategy moving
forward.
In an ever-changing business landscape,
we considered how we could we be more
reactive, engaging and reflective of what
was happening across the region.
We have continued to print a monthly
publication – which at times has been no
mean feat – and as a result, have been
in a privileged position to recognise the
resilience, tenacity and determination of
the people living and working in the North
East to get through this crisis.
We couldn’t have done this without
the ongoing support of our advertisers,
readers and advocates, so thank you to all
that have supported us.

Reflecting on the past year
In the wake of the first lockdown,
we quickly realised the impact the
coronavirus pandemic was going to have
on our business and got to work, quite
frankly, to save it.
The themed editorial plans we had for

Embracing a new era
What is the future of print? It’s a
conversation we are always exploring.
In these very different times, we know
the media landscape is evolving, and as a
business we also need to adapt.
Interestingly, the direction emerging
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from conversations with our readers, is
that they’re increasingly appreciative
of the opportunity to escape the digital
noise.
They want a break from the ubiquity
of smart phones and social media, and
in this context, print has been given the
recognition it truly deserves.
To provide a pause, a slow read, a
moment to reflect, and an opportunity to
learn.
The intrusion of digital media into more
and more aspects of our daily lives has
given print a new currency, and there is
a growing generation of readers who are
embracing that new magazine smell.
Print offers a medium for you to connect
with your audience on your terms. It’s
more than just ink on paper - the words,
imagery and design help us to tell your
story.
But we also recognise that digital media
has its benefits.
It’s instantaneous. And access to
information is endless and accessible onthe-move.
With the challenges we had distributing
the magazine, aside from our direct
mailing, we have invested more than
ever in our digital platforms over the past
twelve months.
In a note to the business community
early last year, we outlined that we would

be changing the way we communicate our
business features and news to you,
the reader. And I feel confident we have
delivered on this.
Richard Dawson, our business
journalist, researched and curated a daily
read article, to better understand the
challenges facing North East businesses
and share knowledge and expertise.
This everyday communication with our
readers was hugely valuable in a time
when most conversation was limited to a
video call.
Engagement with our digital channels
increased exponentially as they became
increasingly integral for businesses to
share their news, views, and advice, with
our website experiencing a 50 per cent
increase of users year-on-year in 2020.
This has kick-started our ambition to
evolve our digital platform further.
We are now more attuned to
the demand for digital content and
advertising, and are mapping out a
landscape where print and digital can
work in synergy.
A work in progress - watch this space!
Supporting the North East’s recovery
Alongside our plan to embrace the
new media landscape, is a recognition of
the fact that the old ways of selling print
advertising are over.

It’s no longer enough to simply provide
space for an advert or advertorial and set
it on our pages, our advertisers rightly
want more. They want to know how their
investment with us is going to support
their business objectives, and in this way,
marketing has become increasingly part of
business development.
This is something I have driven forward
with North East Times over the past year.
Our advertisers want us to provide
bespoke advertising campaigns that can
amplify their message, and North East
Times has never been better placed to
provide this.
As well as coverage in print, our clients
can now utilise our digital channels, and
get tailored marketing advice and support
for the duration of their coverage.
We continue to be driven by the
long-standing values we’ve always had –
transparency, integrity and creativity.
As we look to the future, we are more
determined than ever to be part of the
region’s recovery, and to provide a voice
for North East business.
The pandemic has been a catalyst for
change, a lot for the better.
Let’s keep the momentum going.
Chloe Holmes,
Marketing manager
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Words by Richard Dawson

Automotive is one of the few sectors of the North
East economy that is genuinely the best in the
UK. The region is home to the most productive
car plant in Britain and is also at the forefront of
electrification, which is increasingly viewed as the
future of the industry.

Words by Steven Hugill

From writing fantasy tales at school and fashioning
plays as a teenager, to helping connect audiences
with fresh talent and performances, Natalie Ibu has
always been a creative sort.

Words by Ben Houchen

As the UK’s trading landscape continues to evolve
following Brexit, a bid to create the country’s first
and largest freeport on Teesside represents huge
potential for fresh investment...

p. 024-029

Electrify or die

Setting a new stage

Freeports – a gateway to
fresh trading optimism?

Contents
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p. 038-041

Engineering a way
through the ranks

Isolated

Words by Steven Hugill

Bill Scott had once contemplated a career in
the Royal Navy, but after an on-court encounter
with his basketball coach, instead became an
apprentice plater.

Words by Richard Dawson

The coronavirus pandemic has had a profound effect
on every section of society. In the business world, its
consequences have been felt particularly harshly by
the three million limited company owner-directors
and sole traders that have, so far, been overlooked...

Words by Richard Dawson

What makes an entrepreneur? Hard work?
Dedication? Good business sense? Risk tolerance?
Financial backing? For Dan Martin, it’s all about
perseverance

p. 057-063
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The power of
perseverance
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Editor’s word

Despite the ongoing challenges of COVID-19, Steven Hugill looks at
our ever-evolving world and the changes that lie therein…

4Come on then, hands up – did you think
we would be back to some kind of normality
by now?
I’ve got to be honest, when we entered
lockdown in March last year, the prospect
of writing 2021 editions of this magazine
– while still encased in a heavily restricted
COVID-19 bubble – seemed rather distant,
despite the situation.
But here we are.
Almost 12 months on from that first
Government directive to stay at home, it is
where many of us remain.
Our everyday lives have now fully merged
with our professional ones, our continued
lack of social interaction increasingly
accentuated by the frustrations felt by poor
Wi-Fi connections and the stresses of home
schooling.
Yet while the landscape we once knew
continues to contort, there remain elements
of positivity, notably our ability – as society
– to continue moving forward.
It is a siege mentality momentum that
strikingly marks early 2021 as different from
a year previously – the world might have
stopped but it keeps on moving.
This month’s magazine so reflects the
situation, with features across numerous
sectors highlighting change and progress
achieved despite lockdown stasis.
We speak to Natalie Ibu, Northern
Stage’s new artistic director and joint chief
executive, and learn how the Newcastlebased theatre company is shifting with the
times digitally to continue entertaining
audiences.
Staying on the theme of alternative
methods to deliver an accustomed service,
we mark National Apprenticeship Week
– taking place between February 8 and

14 – by highlighting how, despite changes
to learning in the classroom and on site,
education providers and companies are still
nurturing the next generation.
Taking that point further, we speak to Bill
Scott, co-founder of Wilton Universal Group,
who tells us why an apprenticeship leaves
you set for life.
We also look at change in the automotive
sector and the growing momentum behind a
new green revolution, which is being led in
no small part by Consett-based Elmtronics.
Backed by recent investment, and
already counting numerous blue-chip firms
as clients, the electric vehicle charging
business is a North East success story in a
wider national and global narrative.
This feature had been planned weeks
before senior Nissan boss Ashwani Gupta
committed the company’s long-term
future to Sunderland – and its electric
vehicle manufacturing line – so it was
therefore extremely heartening to see in
the days before we went to print that the
manufacturer will continue playing a crucial
role in the UK’s switch to increased battery
power from this region.
There are, of course, some huge hurdles
that still require climbing and where change
must be delivered.
Our feature on those people overlooked
for Government financial support during
these COVID-19 times is one such area.
Smaller companies and independent
operators have long been championed for
being the backbone of the economy and I
hope our coverage in some way adds more
force to their fight.
I hope you enjoy this issue.
Steven
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Business briefing
Your curated guide to the latest news, views, trends
and technologies shaping the economic and business
landscape of the North East.

Kromek eyes ‘global’ opportunity with virus detection system
Technology
A North East company is scoping a
potentially global market for its biological
threat detection system after receiving
funding to adapt its technology for
COVID-19.
Kromek is developing an air monitoring
system it says will continually analyse air
samples to present the full pathogenic
content of any given environment.
The firm, based on Sedgefield’s
NETPark, in County Durham, has received
£1.25 million from Government innovation
agency Innovate UK to develop the
system for the detection of coronavirus.

But, as Kromek chief executive Dr
Arnab Basu reveals, once operational, it
will be able to do much more than that.
“The same system, which we will
initially use for COVID-19 detection
in the very short-term, by the end of
this calendar year will be capable of
12

identifying any virus,” he tells North East
Times.
Kromek’s technology, deployed in high
traffic areas like airports, hotels, hospitals
and retail outlets, could act as an early
warning system for governments around
the world and help prevent or mitigate
future pandemics.
Dr Basu says: “The problem with
biological events is that we just don’t
know. This technology can provide a
critical tool to the national infrastructure
and help build a more bio-resilient system
in the UK and, hopefully, globally.
“There could be a set of detectors
located around a country that can be
continuously monitored for viruses so
that, if anything comes up, governments
can act immediately.”
The capability for this air monitoring
system is already fully developed and
Kromek will begin piloting the device
locally next month from its Sedgefield
headquarters.
“This will be a North East technology,”
adds Dr Basu.
Given the potential such a system could
have for identifying new pathogens early,
Kromek believes the size of the market for
it is “extremely big”.
“There is nothing that exists in the
world that can take an air sample and give
you results on COVID-19 in 20 minutes,”
adds Dr Basu.
“We are working with several partners
to understand what the size of the market
for this could be, but the places that
could have these detectors are in their
thousands globally.”

Outlook improves amid
vaccine rollout and policy
support
Economy

The International Monetary Fund
(IMF) has updated its outlook
for the global economy in 2021
following the launch of mass
vaccination programmes and
sustained fiscal support in many
countries.
Economic data for the second
half of 2020 has also been
stronger than expected on
average, with many countries
outperforming the IMF’s October
forecast.
World GDP is now expected
to rise by 5.5 per cent in 2021,
after an historic 3.5 per cent fall
in 2020.
In the advanced economies,
which include the USA, the Euro
Area, Japan, the UK and Canada,
growth is expected to be 4.3 per
cent this year, following a 4.9 per
cent fall in 2020.
For the emerging market
economies, which include China,
India, ASEAN-5, Brazil, Mexico
and others, growth is forecast to
be 6.3 per cent in 2021, after a
smaller 2.4 per cent contraction
in 2020.
Downside risks include the
resurgence of coronavirus in
many countries, including the
new variants, renewed lockdowns
and logistical problems with
vaccine distribution.
IMF projections for the UK
economy have been downgraded
relative to the October 2020
forecast, with Britain now
expected to grow by 4.5 per cent
in 2021. The previous estimate
was 5.9 per cent.
However, the estimate for 2022
has been upgraded with 3.2 per
cent to 5 per cent.
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Tekmar Energy
boosted by contract
double

Nissan boss makes
Wearside commitment
after ‘positive’ Brexit deal
Automotive

Manufacturing

A senior Nissan boss has hailed
the future potential of its
Sunderland factory after praising
the positivity brought by the UK’s
Brexit deal.
Ashwani Gupta says the
trade agreement with Brussels
will protect thousands of jobs
and bolster production at the
company’s sprawling Wearside
plant.
The factory is responsible
for producing Nissan’s flagship
Qashqai and has made more than
500,000 all-electric Leafs – and
the company’s chief operating
officer last month confirmed
such work will continue after
Brexit brought a “competitive
advantage”.
He also revealed the business
is switching battery production to
Envision’s Wearside base – which
will be used on Leafs and a new
e-powered Qashqai made in the
region – to sidestep potential
tariffs.
Mr Gupta’s comments came
after numerous warnings from
the company in previous years
about the need for a trade deal
with the European Union.
Reacting to Nissan’s
commitment, Councillor Graeme
Miller, leader of Sunderland City
Council, said: “This is another
vote of confidence in the city’s
world-leading automotive
sector and for both Nissan and
Envision.”

A County Durham marine
engineer has secured a contract
worth more than £4.5 million.
Tekmar Energy will supply
subsea cable protection products
to what bosses describe as a
“major operational offshore wind
farm project”.
Officials at the Newton
Aycliffe-based firm say the
agreement will also provide
work for Tekmar Energy’s sister
companies Subsea Innovation
and AgileTek Engineering.
The agreement followed a
separate £4 million-plus deal
that will see Tekmar Energy’s
Pipeshield International operation
design, engineer and make
subsea scour protection solutions
for a quay development.

MHA Tait Walker hits
£100 million milestone
Finance
An accountancy and advisory firm
celebrated a record year in 2020 after
completing deals worth more than £100
million.
MHA Tait Walker says its corporate
finance team advised on 22 agreements
during the year, which included
Northumbrian Roads Limited’s sale to
LafargeHolcim Group.
Steve Plaskitt, partner at MHA Tait
Walker Corporate Finance, said: “2020
was a year unlike any other but we
worked extremely hard, in difficult
circumstances, to complete some key
strategic deals.”

eQuality Solutions secures first deal after buy-out
Technology
An education technology operator has made an acquisition – just days after pledging to
expand following a management buy-out.
Hebburn-based eQuality Solutions has bought South West-based Amano Technologies.
Bosses at the company, which provides assistive learning technology equipment, training
and software to remove barriers to education – says Amano provides “high-quality services
that improve people’s chances at life”.
eQuality Solutions’ chief executive Andy Gough previously said the business would grow
through a “build and buy” strategy that would help triple revenue over the next three years.
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Education Partnership
North East reveals new
principal
Education
Education Partnership North East
has appointed Toni Rhodes as
the new principal of Sunderland
College and Hartlepool Sixth Form.
“I feel extremely privileged to be
joining a great college that has a
reputation for cultural excellence,”
said Toni, who is a Senior Fellow of
the Higher Education Academy.
“These are difficult times but I’m
looking forward to the journey as
we strive to deliver excellence for
our learners.”
Toni joins Education Partnership
North East from Barnsley College
and was previously vice-principal
with the TEC Partnership, which
includes Grimsby Institute and
Scarborough TEC.

University bioscience hub
secures national role

Approval for major
A1 widening scheme

Shield Therapeutics ‘encouraged’
as European demand rises

Transport

Health

Plans have been approved to widen a busy
section of the A1.
Work will be carried out between
Birtley and Coal House – which includes
a section overlooked by the Angel of the
North.
Under the plans, a fourth lane will be
added to the southbound carriageway
between junctions 65 and 67, and a third
lane created on the northbound part of
the route.
The Government last month sanctioned
the work as the 100th Nationally
Significant Infrastructure Project.
Sarah Richards, Planning Inspectorate
chief executive, said: “This decision is a
significant milestone.”

A pharma company behind iron deficiency
treatment says it enjoyed a positive 2020
“on many fronts” despite the COVID-19
pandemic.
Shield Therapeutics saw European sales
of its Feraccru therapy increase 70 per
cent year-on-year thanks to “patients and
doctors becoming more wary of being
treated with intravenous iron, which
requires hospital visits”.
Tim Watts, chief executive of the
Gateshead Quays-based firm, said:
“European sales volume growth of
around 70 per cent despite the COVID-19
pandemic is very encouraging for the
long-term, with launches still to come in
France, Italy and Spain, and many other
European markets.”

Conference focuses on region’s post-COVID-19 future
Development

Health

A university’s bioscience centre of
excellence has been chosen to support a
national skills drive aimed at combating
COVID-19 and future pandemics.
Teesside University’s National Horizons
Centre, based in Darlington, will provide
training across cell and gene therapy and
vaccine manufacturing.
The base was picked alongside
Edinburgh’s RoslinCT and the University
of Birmingham, to deliver courses as part
of the Advanced Therapies Skills Training
Network. Dr Jen Vanderhoven, National
Horizons Centre director, said: “We will
deliver the necessary technical hands-on
training to create the workforce needed
to manufacture vaccines and advanced
therapies, to overcome COVID-19 and any
future pandemics and diseases.”
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More than 200 North East businesses came together to hear about the region’s response
to COVID-19 during a virtual conference.
The event, ran last month by NewcastleGateshead Initiative (NGI), saw leaders discuss
the current reaction to coronavirus, how the North East economy can be restarted and
ways to reimagine the region’s future.
Businesses were also asked when they expected to return to normal operations, with
31 per cent believing it will take until 2022 and another 18 per cent saying 2023.
Sarah Green, NGI chief executive, said: “We want to work with our partners
to reimagine Newcastle and Gateshead to create a more inclusive, greener and
more entrepreneurial place.
“This conference was just the beginning of a city-wide dialogue on a long-term vision.”
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News you may have missed
Digital

4CityFibre investment
promises broadband boost

Citrus Durham submits plans for new Integra61 hub
Construction
Development bosses have submitted fresh plans to bolster a County Durham industrial
hub, which they say will create new jobs and investment.
Citrus Durham has presented a reserved matters application to Durham County
Council to build the Evolution@Integra61 trading estate.
Officials say the endeavour, which would add to the existing Integra61 development
that already includes a huge Amazon warehouse off the A1 (M) near Bowburn, will
feature 24 industrial units totalling more than 50,000sq ft.
If approved, bosses say they expect the first premises to be ready for occupation by
the final quarter of this year.

An investment worth more than £60
million has been revealed to install
next generation broadband across
Sunderland. CityFibre says the work
will boost business productivity and
innovation, with nearly every home
and company in the city expected to
benefit. Jason Legget, city manager
at CityFibre, said: “It’s exciting to
look to the future and what our £62
million investment will bring. “We
are working in close partnership with
Sunderland City Council to transform
the area’s digital infrastructure,
ensuring the needs of those working
and living in the region are met now,
and in the future.”

Utilities

Synergi eyes further growth after strong year
Technology
A cloud technology firm says it is set for an “exciting year” after confounding the
COVID-19 pandemic to record its seventh consecutive year of growth.
Gateshead-based Synergi has set out plans to push turnover beyond £5 million in 2021
and bolster staff numbers.
The company helps firms move from traditional IT to cloud and digital solutions, and
bosses say it is well placed to “become the automatic choice of IT partner for SMEs and
larger enterprise organisations”.
Peter Joynson, chief executive, said: “In the next year, we are quietly confident we
can achieve another 30 per cent growth, push turnover through the £5 million mark and
continue to grow staff numbers as the region’s economy starts to bounce back.”

4HLA Services eyes further
progress after police deal
A mechanical, air conditioning,
climate system and temperature
control firm says it has “started
the year on a positive note” thanks
to a new police contract. HLA
Services has secured a three-year
maintenance agreement with
Northumbria Police. Under the
terms of the deal, the Boldonheadquartered company will
supply air conditioning to 23 police
stations. HLA Services works
across numerous sectors, including
construction, manufacturing, retail,
education and hospitality, and counts
Newcastle, Sunderland and Durham
universities, Hays Travel, Caterpillar
UK and Durham County Cricket Club
as clients.

For more news and views across the
North East, visit our website @
www.netimesmagazine.co.uk/news
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Geneva, Luxembourg,
Singapore – Teesside
Trade

Right from the moment the final
Brexit vote was counted and
verified, the UK’s future trade
arrangements became – and
continue to be – the point of much
conjecture.
Indeed, as far back as 2016,
Richmond (North Yorkshire) MP
Rishi Sunak – well before his
Chancellorship – was tackling
the matter in an article penned
for the Centre for Policy Studies,
arguing freeports, which already
exist in places such as Geneva,
Luxembourg and Singapore, could
help “boost trade, manufacturing
and the North”.
The baton was subsequently
picked up by fellow senior
regional Conservative figure Tees
Valley Mayor Ben Houchen, who
previously carried out research that
claims freeports could add
£2 billion to the local economy and
create up to 32,000 jobs.
With the Government’s deadline
for official freeport bids ending this
month, Mayor Houchen late last
year confirmed he was preparing
a blueprint to create the “country’s
first and largest freeport” on
land that includes his Teesworks
industrial zone venture.
North East Times understands
a Government decision on new
freeport locations is expected in
the coming weeks.
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Words by Ben Houchen
Tees Valley Mayor

Freeports – a gateway to fresh
trading optimism?
As the UK’s trading landscape continues to evolve following
Brexit, a bid to create the country’s first and largest freeport on
Teesside represents huge potential for fresh investment, thousands
of jobs and the opportunity for the region to “once again be
charting a course for the rest of the UK to follow”, says Tees Valley
Mayor Ben Houchen.

4Over the past three years, I have done
all I can to bring a freeport to Teesside.
A freeport would be truly
transformational for our region, bringing
investment and creating thousands of
good-quality, well-paid jobs for local
people.
When I started out on this journey, many
thought it couldn’t be done; they believed
the Government of the time was against
the idea and that no administration would
make such a seismic change in customs
and trade policy.
But then we voted to leave the European
Union and had a Prime Minister who was
a strong supporter of freeports and who
recognised the advantages of free trade
zones.
The deal agreed between the UK and the
European Union will allow us to continue
to trade freely, while delivering on the
referendum pledge to regain control of our
money, laws and borders.
The UK can now look outwards once
again as a truly global trading nation, freed
from the shackles of the European Union’s
inward looking, anti-free-trade policies.
A freeport is a great example of this.
A freeport would allow Teesworks – the
UK’s largest industrial zone being built
on land that includes the former Redcar
SSI UK steelworks site – to benefit from

a wide package of tax reliefs, simplified
customs procedures, streamlined planning
processes and Government support to
promote regeneration and innovation.
We have consulted with industrial firms
and other businesses to make sure all
businesses, whether they rely on the River
Tees or not, will benefit.
This was a policy made on Teesside for
Teesside.
In June 2019, I published a 100-page
White Paper setting out how these new
low-tax zones could work in the UK,
showing a freeport in Teesside could
create 32,000 new good-quality, well-paid
jobs and boost the economy by £2 billion
over 25 years.

The work we did was enthusiastically
taken up by Boris Johnson, who
announced he would roll out the policy
nationwide in his first speech as Prime
Minister.
Getting this far has not always been an
easy journey, but we’re nearly there and are
at the front of the line to secure freeport
status in the coming months.

Guest contributor
Dr Emma Black_

Cash refusals put vulnerable at risk
Economy
New research from consumer
choice website Which? shows one
in three people have had physical
cash payments refused during the
coronavirus pandemic.
It is feared that a blanket ban by
retailers could risk excluding the most
vulnerable in society, who are typically
more accustomed to having notes and
coins in their pockets.
The data shows people were most
likely to be refused the option of

paying in such a way when buying
groceries, followed by leisure activities
and purchasing cleaning products.
More than three quarters of the
2004 individuals surveyed who were
unable to pay in physical cash said it
had an emotional impact on them.
Furthermore, 13 per cent, equivalent
to seven million people when
extrapolated to the UK population,
said they regularly use notes and coins
and would struggle without them.

Words by Dr Emma Black
Managing director at Cascade Cash Management

Is the UK heading for a cashless economy?
When was the last time you paid in cash? With payments via
physical money discouraged due to fears about the spread of
COVID-19, and access to cash further limited by a long-term
reduction of ATMs and high street bank branches, Dr Emma
Black asks if the UK is going cashless?
4The consolidation of the banking
sector witnessed from the 1960s onwards
gave birth to the big six providers that
dominate high streets today.
During this time, competition and
consumer choice were gradually eroded.
As the global financial crisis hit in
2008, the big six providers streamlined
their operations, reducing their regional
presence and in turn closing many
branches and ATMs.
According to the British Retail
Consortium, there are 10,000 fewer cash
machines available today than in 2017
and 3000 fewer bank branches than in

2015. Despite this, 17 per cent of the UK
population – over eight million adults –
have stated they would struggle to cope
in a cashless society.
Small businesses have voiced
concern in the last few years around the
challenges they are facing in handling
cash as local branches have gradually
closed and cash charges have increased.
Those living rurally have also shared
concerns the digital world is leaving them
behind.
For many UK adults, cash is not a
choice and remains a necessity.
Data suggests the most vulnerable

in society are most at risk in a cashless
universe, with poverty the biggest
contributor to a dependency on cash.
Four per cent of those surveyed in the
Access to Cash Review outlined that
cash is crucial for them as they rely on
others to buy essential goods and items
for them.
This has been highlighted during the
coronavirus pandemic as the elderly,
vulnerable, shielding and sheltered
communities have shared their reluctance
to give their card details to third parties.
Instead, they prefer to give cash to
friends and neighbours, who are then
able to make essential purchases on their
behalf.
LINK, the UK’s largest ATM network,
reported a decline in the use of ATMs
over the last few years.
For example, in early 2019, 8.7 per
cent fewer cash withdrawals took place
in London than the same time the year
before.
While the North East also saw a
year-on-year fall, it was to a much lesser
extent with a decline of 3.7 per cent.
Withdrawals have, of course, been
lower in 2020 and, as we begin 2021,
transactions continue to be significantly
below pre-pandemic levels.
As the UK and the world looks to
recover lost ground over the next few
years, it’s plausible to consider the move
to a cashless society could be earlier than
thought.
Regional MPs are seeking provisions to
protect the access to cash for the most
vulnerable.
They cite lessons from Sweden, which
has seen a rapid move to a cashless
society as cash transactions fell by 80
per cent. However, their switch was
considered so rapid that millions were
left financially excluded.
With the stakes high, we look to our
regional MPs to protect the access to
cash for the most vulnerable and to our
entrepreneurs for innovations to help
cushion the impact.
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The UK labour market in a
post-Brexit world
Employment

Recent research from the Resolution
Foundation has highlighted how the
new points-based immigration system,
introduced post-Brexit on January 1,
could affect the UK labour market.
Under the new system, entry routes
for low-skilled migrants will be more

restrictively drawn, potentially leading
to labour shortages in “less attractive”
industries.
Food manufacturing, in particular,
employs a larger-than-average share
of EU-born workers, who will not be
eligible for immigration to the UK under
the new points-based system.
The Resolution Foundation also
suggests there has been a large flow
of foreign-born workers leaving the UK
in the wake of COVID-19, although the
data for this is not yet conclusive.
Migrant workers were estimated
to have accounted for 60 per cent of

employment growth in the UK between
1996 and 2019.

Farewell freedom of movement
It was not so long ago that the right of EU nationals to come and live and work in the UK was
the central question of British political conversation. A global pandemic later and talking about
immigration feels like something of an indulgence. But immigration will play a key role in the UK’s
economic recovery, as North East England Chamber of Commerce policy adviser Niamh Corcoran
tells Richard Dawson.
Words by Richard Dawson

4Cast your mind back to 2016, and all anyone could talk about
was immigration.
In many ways, it was the defining issue of the EU referendum,
and a key driver of the Leave vote.
In the middle of the worst public health and economic crisis for
a century, it’s fair to say that times have changed, and we’ve now
got more pressing matters to attend to.
But it is still surprising that one of the biggest immigration
changes of the post-war period came to pass with such little
fanfare.
On December 31 2020, freedom of movement for UK citizens
- and EU citizens looking to live in the UK - officially came to
an end. The UK became the first country to withdraw from the
1992 Maastricht Treaty, which first established the right of EU
nationals to move and reside freely across the Continent.
This is a highly significant development that, in ordinary times,
would have been covered extensively throughout the British
18

media. Alas, these are anything but ordinary times.
The new immigration system for Europeans brought into effect
from January 1 mirrors the system already in place for non-EU
citizens, in the sense that a number of entry routes are pointsbased.
Under the skilled worker route, anyone coming to the UK for
work must meet a specific set of requirements for which they
score points.
A total of 70 points is needed to be able to apply for a work
visa, and this number can be reached by having things like a job
offer from an approved sponsor at an appropriate skill level, a
salary of £25,600 or above, a PhD in a STEM subject, or a job in
a shortage occupation as designated by the Migration Advisory
Committee.
The graduate route will also be available to international
students who have completed a degree in the UK, enabling them
to work at any skill level for two years after completing their
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studies, after which time they will have to
follow the skilled worker route.
This new immigration system will
have a profound impact on UK migration
flows moving forward, with less people
expected to come to Britain from the EU.
“Undoubtedly, there is likely to be lower
levels of immigration from EU countries,”
says Niamh Corcoran, policy adviser
at the North East England Chamber of
Commerce.
“COVID-19 has already had a significant
impact on ordinary migration patterns,
which makes the impact of the new
points-based system harder to predict.
“According to research by the Institute
of Public Policy Research (IPPR), 63 per
cent of EU-born workers who currently
live in the UK would not be eligible for the
skilled worker route.”
These figures imply that the number
of EU citizens moving to the UK could fall
quite dramatically, as indeed they already
have since the 2016 referendum.
In 2019, the number of National
Insurance Number allocations for EU
citizens was down 28 per cent from 2015.
EU net migration has fallen even
further, from an estimated 219,000 in 2015
to 50,000 in 2019.
“Clearly, the economic impacts of this
will be concentrated on industries which
hire large numbers of EU migrants,” adds
Niamh.
“As just one sectoral example,
EU-born workers make up one third of
the workforce in the food

manufacturing sector.”
With fewer migrants coming to the UK
from the EU, it is hoped that more non-EU
migrants will fill the gap.
But this is not an exact science and will
depend largely on our ability to make the
UK an attractive place to live and work in
the future.
As it stands, the North East has
a relatively low reliance on migrant
workers, with 93.4 per cent of the region’s
workforce being UK-born. The same
figure for London is 56.6 per cent.
But this does not mean our ability
to attract talent from the EU is not
important.
Niamh explains: “Since the North East
has an older than average population,
attracting labour from the EU is key to
growing the regional workforce and
economy.
“Research by the North East Local
Enterprise Partnership also shows that
EU nationals are more likely to work in
occupations that are in shortage across
the North East.”
The new shortage occupation list
reflects some of these skills shortages
but not all of them and, at present, is only
updated every three years.
“Although the number of EU migrants in
the North East is relatively low, the impact
they have on the region’s economy should
not be underestimated,” adds Niamh.
There is a tendency when faced with
the prospect of reduced access to talent
from abroad to say that we can simply fill

any skills gaps by investing in homegrown
talent.
The whole rationale behind ending
freedom of movement, for instance,
was that it presented an opportunity
to find work for a growing surplus of
underutilised UK-born workers.
At a time of high unemployment,
shouldn’t it therefore be easier for firms to
have access to all of the talent they need
at home?
Niamh answers: “It’s not either-or, we
need to do both.
“Businesses need to be able to hire
from abroad when they want to, and we
also need to have well-skilled people in
the region.
“We don’t want to end up in a situation
in five years’ time where we have
widening skills shortages in growing
sectors because that doesn’t help
anyone.”
The time for debating the merits of
freedom of movement is long since
over but the extent to which the new
immigration system gives businesses
access to the skills they need is still very
much up for debate.
Niamh adds: “In the wake of COVID-19,
immigration will play a key role in the
region’s economic recovery, reducing
the impact of skills shortages and
encouraging innovation in business
approach.
“The Government needs to ensure the
new immigration system is affordable and
available to businesses of all sizes.”
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A fit and healthy
approach to success
Leading independent law firm for
businesses Muckle LLP has started the
new year in positive fashion, with a strong
pipeline of work at the end of 2020
providing great momentum. The company
is now laying the foundations for further
success, with its long-term commitment
to workers’ mental and physical wellbeing
– allied to technological innovations –
putting it on the front foot. Steven Hugill
finds out more.
www.muckle-llp.com
@MuckleLLP

Muckle LLP
-

Last year, the
Being Engaged At
Muckle (BEAM)
team helped
the firm secure
a Better Health
at Work Gold
Award. Since its
inception, BEAM
has provided
numerous
benefits to staff,
such as cycling
and running
challenges,
fitness classes
and expert
talks on mental,
physical and
financial
wellbeing.

20

WITH EVERY NEW YEAR COMES FRESH BEGINNINGS.
For many, the flipping open of a brand-new calendar
marks a metaphorical moment for positive change.
A good number ascribe to the ‘healthy body, healthy
mind’ refrain, and at Muckle LLP, this is top of the
agenda and a key facet of the company’s people
strategy.
As 2021 began, so too did the leading independent
law firm for business’ plans for a strong year.
Its preparations for such, however, began months
previously.
Back in March 2020, just as the first national
COVID-19 lockdown was taking hold, Newcastle-based
Muckle LLP concluded its financial year, which saw
income rise to an historic high of £13.33 million.
The success set in motion a swell of impetus
that remains to the present day, with long-term
commitments to home working and staff wellbeing
providing a bedrock for progress.
Such has been the impact, that Muckle LLP closed
the final two months of 2020 by returning record
performances for the period.
“The change to remote working didn’t come as
a shock to us,” Jason Wainwright, Muckle LLP’s
managing partner, tells North East Times.
“Our 2020 results reflected the period that ended
just as the first lockdown began, but we already had

momentum coming through because we had the
infrastructure in place to allow people to work from
home and already had many people taking advantage
of the flexibility.
“Things certainly slowed down in April and May,
but they picked up again as we got to the summer and
things have built from there.
Jason continues: “Some of it was pent-up demand,
and some of it was deals being brought forward as
owners, shareholders and investors felt more of a pull
to exit businesses, but our infrastructure meant we
were able to deal with it all seamlessly.
“It was a bit like Brexit; immediately after the vote
things slowed down, but when it became clear it wasn’t
going to be resolved quickly, people took the decision
to get on with things, rather than leaving them on hold
indefinitely.”
A crucial element in ensuring Muckle LLP’s relatively
smooth progress, despite the challenges of COVID-19,
has been, says Jason, its care for its people.
The company’s Being Engaged At Muckle (BEAM)
team – which was founded a number of years ago, is
one of the elements that underpin the firm’s awardwinning people strategy.
Just last month, BEAM delivered various
morale-boosting activities to kick-start the new year,
including daily virtual fitness sessions, talks on mental
and financial welfare and mailed healthy treats to
employees to kick off their weeks.
Highlighting the firm’s desire to continually improve,
Jason reveals the business has now launched a profit
share scheme to “repay people for their dedication”
throughout the pandemic.
It means that as well as donating a portion of its
profits to local community projects, alongside its
ongoing investment in service improvements, the
firm will now ringfence some of its profits to reward
employees.
“We focus a lot of our efforts in trying to improve our
colleagues’ mental and physical wellbeing,” says Jason.
“Care is one of our values; it is really important to us
and I’m very proud of the support we’ve been able to
provide – and will continue providing – to our team.
He continues: “Our mantra is that people can ‘only
do their best’ in this situation, and the profit share is a
way of us emphasising that we are all in this together.
“The profit share is actually calculated on turnover,
rather than profit, and is very typically Muckle LLP – it
is very transparent and egalitarian.
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here, either.
“With the rise in home working, they are looking
at a job from the point of view that they would work
remotely for the majority of a week and travel to the
office, and only stop over when required to do so.”
To help complement this shift, Jason reveals Muckle
LLP is working on new innovations, including an app,
which he says will only bolster the company’s position
in the existing technology-led environment.

The much-changed working landscape to which
Jason refers, has, he reveals, added another
dimension to Muckle LLP beyond deal completions
– a recruitment environment free of traditional
geographical restrictions and evolved client relations
that meet the needs of the times.
He says: “One significant thing the pandemic has
done is break down the perception that an advisor must
be in the same city as a client, and vice-versa.
“And to the same extent, we are getting a lot of
people interested in joining us, who are not actually
from the North East and who aren’t looking to move

“It is aimed at making things more efficient and
accessible for our people and our clients,” says Jason,
“and our plans haven’t been put back by COVID-19 at
all.
“Some of it is innovation around things like document
production and allowing our people and clients to do
more things remotely, and we’re looking to launch our
app in the summer.
“We are increasingly using IT bots – that we’ve
developed in-house – to help with services, particularly
in repetitive work like debt collection.”
“For example, the bots can check and tell a client,
almost immediately, if a debt is worth pursuing.”
However, despite the rollout of such pioneering
technology, Jason says the human element will always
remain integral to Muckle LLP’s services.
This was reflected in the fact the company continued
to recruit new staff during 2020 – with five graduates
joining the team –which Jason says has already
delivered a positive impact.
He says: “A lot of companies have learnt lessons from
the economic downturns of 2008/2009 and the early
1990s that if you don’t continue taking people on, then
a couple of years later or so, you won’t have enough
lawyers at the right levels to do the work.
“We have maintained our people resource, and that
has proved to have been absolutely the right decision
because we wouldn’t have had the people to meet the
significant work we secured in October, November and
December last year.
“You have to hold your nerve in situations like this.
“I’m cautiously optimistic about this current financial
year, which concludes at the end of March, and I feel
similarly about the period after that, though it really all
depends on how much of the year we are in lockdown
and how much our clients are affected by Brexit.
“Nevertheless, whatever happens with the numbers,
we will continue looking out for our clients and our
people in the same way we always have.”
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Advocating apprenticeships
Accenture reveals why apprenticeships play a vital
part in the future of the tech industry.
www.accenture.com
@AccentureUK

THE IMPACT OF THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC WILL
continue to reverberate long after the medical
emergency is over.
The economic challenges created by lockdowns have
hit young people hard.
Many have lost their jobs and are finding it hard to
secure another.
But people of all ages have been furloughed and are
concerned about what happens when Government
support schemes end. It’s an anxious time.
Change is only getting faster
The pandemic has accelerated an existing trend
for the future of the whole workforce: a clear shift in
the types of skills needed to thrive in an increasingly
digital economy. What’s more, the need for a more
flexible, diverse and inclusive workforce is reshaping
organisations. With automation set to revolutionise
many sectors of the economy, it’s more important than
ever that people are empowered to acquire the new
skills that will enable them to thrive.
A rich and diverse talent pool
Apprenticeships are one way that Accenture is
helping to inspire and develop the new workforce.
There are a number of reasons why apprenticeships
work so well.
One is the diverse talent pool that they open up.
While companies like Accenture have traditionally
focused on graduate recruitment, the success of our
apprenticeship programmes show that taking a new
approach really pays dividends for everyone involved.
Apprentices work at the heart of our business and
are integral to our success.
It gives them real-world experience they could not
get any other way, and ultimately, of course, it’s good
for our business and for our clients.
One-size does not fit all
One misconception is that apprenticeships are only
for school-leavers – that’s certainly not true for us.
In fact, a fifth of our latest intake was aged over 25.
Age is not a barrier, nor is social background.
We have applicants who decide an apprenticeship is
22
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Warren Hayes,
application
development
analyst –
software
engineering
“When I decided
to choose a
new career in
technology, it was
important that
I’d be supported
to learn industry
skills while
gaining practical
experience. My
apprenticeship
means I can be
involved with
cutting-edge
projects right
from the start,
knowing my
personal diversity
of experience is
still valued”

the best option for them for a whole range of reasons.
Maybe further education wasn’t right for them, or they
decided on a career change, for example.
A change of direction
Recognising that many people are looking for a
career change led us to pilot Step into Tech, our Higher
Apprenticeship Programme, which we’ve developed in
collaboration with Newcastle University.
It’s a way for people from a non-technical
background to switch to a career in technology.
Not only will they earn a fully-funded MSc in Digital
and Technology, they will also gain invaluable, salaried
work experience at Accenture.
We’re delighted with the response to the new
programme. For just ten places, we received a huge
number of high-quality applications.
In the end, we took on 12 apprentices – 80 per cent
of which, incidentally, are women.
Tomorrow’s world
Our apprentices will play a decisive role in helping us
deliver the technology of the future.
Working at our Advanced Technology Centre, in
Newcastle’s Cobalt Park, could take them into careers
across a huge range of innovative technologies that will
shape the future for how we all live and work.
Our Newcastle Technology Degree Apprenticeship is
still open for applications until February 26, 2021.
With an ability to gain a BSc Degree in Digital &
Technology Solutions or Cyber Security – while also
working on real technology projects – this is a fantastic
opportunity to kick-start a career in technology.
Human+
At Accenture, we believe technology has the power
to improve the world, but not without human ingenuity.
We strive to use bold ideas to build a better future.
We need different people, bringing together
different ideas and perspectives.
And that’s where our apprentices come in.
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NATALIE IBU

SETTING A NEW STAGE

Feature

Natalie Ibu

Northern Stage

Words by Steven Hugill
Photography by Christopher Owens
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From writing fantasy tales at school and fashioning plays as a
teenager, to helping connect audiences with fresh talent and
performances, Natalie Ibu has always been a creative sort. Now, as
Northern Stage’s recently appointed artistic director and joint chief
executive, she is using her inventiveness to navigate the Newcastlebased theatre company through the COVID-19 pandemic and
position it for future success.

4Dramatic irony often forms the bedrock
of many a good production.
It was apt then, in the world of the
scripted paradox, that Northern Stage had
planned to run a show carrying the title,
‘Where Do We Go Now?’ in 2020.
The performance – from Northern
Stage’s Young Company – had been
scheduled to follow previous productions
that had asked, ‘Where Do We Stand?’
and ‘Where Do We Belong?’
That the curtain failed to rise on an
examination of identity and direction was
as satirical as it was serious.
Since March last year, we, as a nation
– and indeed a global community – have
desperately sought clarity and a route
forward amid the stubborn brume of
coronavirus.
Those questions, to a large extent,
continue to remain unanswered, but
Northern Stage is working on a resolution
of its own, which aims to inspire and
reawaken creative minds that may have
fallen idle with lockdown lethargy.
Spearheading the endeavour is Natalie
Ibu, the Newcastle-based theatre
company’s new artistic director and joint
chief executive, who took up the role in
November.
Scottish-born Natalie has worked
across Britain at a host of well-known
establishments, including national touring
company tiata fahodzi – the only blackled theatre company committed solely
26

to producing new work in the UK – and
Glasgow’s Citizens Theatre.
For Natalie, the opportunity to take
Northern Stage through the next part of
its journey during a global pandemic is an
exciting challenge.
It also marks another significant
chapter in a career that first began to
crystalise in creative writing lessons at
school.
“There wasn’t a lightbulb moment as
such – if you’d asked me as a seven-yearold, I’d have probably told you I wanted to
be a nurse one day, a teacher the next, an
actor after that and a dancer the following
day,” Natalie explains of her childhood
ambitions.
“But I was definitely attracted to theatre
and I used to like to write a lot of stories,
many of which were conspiracy theories
about my CDT teacher Mr McClintock,”
she laughs.
“My school consisted of a big main
building and some huts that were used as
classrooms, which used to get very warm,
and my friend Marianne and I would write
tales of plots about why we were being
kept in them!
“I grew up attending Edinburgh’s
Traverse Theatre, becoming part of its
Young Writers Group, and I remember
meeting the artistic director Philip
Howard.
“I don’t know exactly what it was – it
could have been how he held himself

or the words he used – but there was
something that instantly drew me to him
and his job title.
“We had no obvious reason to connect;
he was a very posh white man, and I was
a black, mixed-heritage, working-class
teenager – I didn’t look at him and think
‘there is my kin’.
“But he just inspired me and gave me a
title for the role I wanted to be, for the job
I wanted to do.”
Whatever the catalyst, Philip’s influence
was immediate and with a career goal
now set, Natalie headed to Leicester’s De
Montfort University to study a Theatre
with Arts Management degree.
She joined the East Midlands-based
New Perspectives touring theatre
company as trainee director after
graduating, which paved the way for
future work at venues including London’s

Roundhouse and Royal Court.
Taking over at Northern Stage during a
pandemic, she admits, has been a unique
experience compared to the previous
milestones in her career, but it hasn’t
dimmed the ebullient Scot’s enthusiasm.
Indeed, despite the lockdowns of
November and January, Natalie worked
with the theatre company’s team in a
few short weeks – with much carried out
from their respective homes – to devise a
programme of work that responds to the
current social landscape.
The initial thrust centres around ‘This
Is Us’, which is scheduled to run in three
phases from January.
Beginning this month with ‘Can We
Come In?’, it features digital offering
Scroll, which provides bitesize stories
from nine artists, including poet Bridget
Minamore and director and writer Leo
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Skilbeck, for consumption by audiences at
home in the moments when we often find
ourselves scrolling mindlessly through
social media on our phones.
From March, ‘Out on The Toon’
aims to use the city as a canvas, with
‘Housewarming’ earmarked as the time
for audiences to begin returning to
Northern Stage’s building once it’s safe to
re-open.
“‘This is Us’ is a remedy for a life lived
in lockdown, in isolation and in bubbles,”
says Natalie, during a video call with
North East Times.
“It is an experiment demanded by
the moment and a reflection of how we
are committed to meeting audiences in
different ways, in different places and in
different forms during these COVID-19

Natalie Ibu

times – no matter what.
“I have a real passion for theatre and
for bringing people together shoulder-toshoulder – and we have a very important
role to play in doing that safely when we
can.
“But lockdown and COVID-19
restrictions mean we can’t do that yet, so
we are providing other ways for people to
engage with us and, crucially, each other.”
The change Natalie refers to was
evidenced by the theatre company’s work
with Kitchen Zoo in December on a new
adaptation of Hans Christian Andersen’s
‘The Emperor’s New Clothes’.
That performance was screened
to more than 40,000 children in 274
schools, as well as care home and hospice
residents, thanks to donations from

Northern Stage

supporters including the Hoults Family
Grassroots Fund at the Community
Foundation and The Barbour Foundation.
“Things are changing; ‘The Emperor’s
New Clothes’ was a theatre production
for the screen,” says Natalie.
“People’s lives are constantly moving,
there is so much to juggle, and we want to
be part of people’s lives as they negotiate
the complexities of the moment.
“For example, Scroll features twominute micro-stories that have been
created specifically for the screen, and
people can plan them into their days,
rather than using social media for escape.
“We’ve commissioned artists from
across the nation to create stories that
people can engage with during their daily
routines.

Natalie continues: “If you’re between
business meetings or have zoned out
while boiling the kettle for a cuppa, Scroll
provides a different kind of distraction
that doesn’t involve you doom scrolling or
looking at Twitter, Instagram or Facebook
on your phone.”
While forcing theatre companies
and the wider performing arts sector
to reassess its means of output, Natalie
says the pandemic is also affording the
industry with an opportunity to re-engage
with the public’s palate.
“We’ve all been watching channels like
Netflix and lots of box sets during the
last year, be it things like Breaking Bad,
Keeping Up with the Kardashians or even
the latest events on Bridgerton,” she says.
“We must ensure theatre is relevant and
useful to people and complements what
28
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we are engaging with elsewhere.
“There is definitely a challenge for
theatre to catch up with the values and
tastes that have changed during the last
year, but there is much opportunity too.
“We are now speaking to a national and
global audience because of COVID-19,
with our ‘Can We Come In?’ digital
programme allowing us to reach anyone,
anywhere.”
However, while the pandemic may
have helped stretch the boundaries of
Northern Stage’s reach, Natalie says a
focus on the local will remain crucial to
her role, with a strong platform already in
place to do so.
The winter COVID-19 lockdowns
and restrictions mean Natalie has yet
to fully integrate herself with Northern
Stage’s community work, which includes

long-standing support to engender
social change and empower residents of
Newcastle’s Byker Wall estate.
The company’s team delivered
emergency food parcels, creative
learning and activity packs and made
welfare visits to people during the first
lockdown last year, and, when restrictions
eased in the summer, worked with
partners to organise Byker Best Summer
Ever 2020.
Funded by StreetGames UK, in
partnership with the Department for
Education’s Fit and Fed programme, the
outdoor creative activity project included
den building, football, storytelling and
cooking.
In addition, two Doorstep Music
series – one financially supported
by Northumbria Police and Crime

www.northernstage.co.uk

Commissioner Kim McGuinness
and Well Newcastle Gateshead, and
another backed by the National Lottery
Community Fund – brought sociallydistanced live pop-up performances to
the estate in August and December.
“I want to be useful and of service,
but to do that I need to know the people
around me,” says Natalie.
“In normal circumstances, I’d have
arrived here with a year’s worth of a
programme in place, which I’d have
helped run while also getting to know my
new community.
“To know a place and its people – and
for them to know you – allows you to
become more relevant and useful, and I
want to know the people of Newcastle
and the wider North East, the area’s
complexities and its audience.”
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A new disruptive force in cybersecurity
As COVID-19 continues to increase our reliance on technology, cybersecurity has never been more
important. With the vast majority of businesses having switched to home working, and students across the
education spectrum learning remotely, the need to protect against data breaches and ransomware attacks
has been brought right to the fore. Newcastle-based Melius Cyber is spearheading the response, with its
MELCaaS scanning and vulnerability monitoring tool providing vital support to businesses of all sizes. Steven
Hugill finds out more.
www.meliuscyber.com
@MeliusCyber

THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC HAS PROMPTED US TO
find answers to questions we perhaps never previously
thought relevant.
What are the secrets to successful home working?
How do we combine meetings and deadlines with
home schooling?
How do we occupy the spaces once filled by social
events and family gatherings?
When will our lives return to a sense of normality?
There is, though, another significant question that
requires an answer; how do we ensure our data and
software is protected?
In a COVID-19 world, where home working has
become de rigueur, latest figures show the mass
decamping from offices to kitchen tables and back
bedrooms has considerably increased the average
potential total outlay associated with a hacking
1
incident to around $4 million (£2.9 million) .
Faced with such a landscape, a good place to start
assessing the question around online security is Melius
Cyber.
Part of the Newcastle-based consultancy Melius
Group, it provides clients with technology solutions
that deliver value, accelerate business growth and
support entry into new markets.
The key weapon within its arsenal is MELCaaS, an
industry-leading, bespoke cybersecurity scanning and
vulnerability monitoring tool.
Constantly scrutinising networks, email accounts
and passwords for threats, MELCaaS provides realtime updates on security performance and potential
breaches, acting within minutes to alert clients to
system violations.
From daily scanning and reporting, to password
testing, patch and antivirus monitoring and simulated
phishing attacks, it provides, says, chief commercial
officer Eldon Jobe, information that can be quickly
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Melius Cyber’s
biggest
differentiator
is its ability to
detect a breach
within hours
or minutes. Its
intelligence-led
application,
MELCaaS, has
saved individual
SMEs tens of
thousands of
pounds.

turned into meaningful priorities for businesses.
“There are currently two types of organisations,
those who know they have been hacked and those
who haven’t figured it out yet! All companies (SMEs
included) need to work on the principle of when they
will be hacked, not if.
“There are lots of tools available to help prevent a
breach, although you must understand - nothing will
actually stop a breach - the best these tools will do is
make it harder for a hacker. However, there is little - if
anything - to identify if you have been breached,” he
says.
“We specialise in reducing the time taken to identify
if a business has been hacked.
“The average time it takes for a threat to be detected
on a network is a scary 229 days.
“The job of MELCaaS is to reduce that time down to
24 hours – or even one hour.
“Since it will happen sooner or later, the only true
control a business has is how it reacts once it has been
breached. We implement a Cyber Resilience plan,
resolve threats and vulnerabilities and put actions in
place to minimise the damage.
“We founded Melius to be a disruptive force in the
marketplace and look after everyone’s cyber needs
from a 360-degree point of view, and MELCaaS does
exactly that.
“It puts people in the picture in plain English
and provides a report of historic changes so users
immediately notice anything that looks different.
“It also delivers a score – a bit like a credit score –
that highlights actions taken and future steps needed
to improve security on a month-by-month basis.”
Such ability is supported by Melius’ access to top
level global data trends, which aid its understanding
of hacking and ransomware practices, and put it in a
strong position to proactively deal with threats.
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“MELCaaS is continuously running 24/7, 365 days
a year, searching for 180,000 known vulnerabilities,
including zero-day vulnerabilities,” reveals chief
information officer David McPherson.
“We tap into data released by international
cybersecurity providers and monitor behavioural
changes and unusual patterns, which means we are
able to inform people of them within 24 or 48 hours –
though sometimes it can be immediate.
“We also work with the National Innovation Centre
for Data and Cyber North to ensure we are right up-todate with the cybersecurity culture of the North East
too,” adds David, whose CV includes a cyber security
role at the Bank of England and time running Northern
Electric’s data centre.
A key area where Melius’ strengths are increasingly
coming to the fore is the business landscape, and in
particular, where COVID-19 has dramatically altered
working patterns, the SME market.
“People are becoming more aware of cyber-crime,”
says Eldon.
“But SMEs who have an IT support team and
therefore think they’re looking after the situation
actually aren’t, because those teams are not cyber
specialists.
“Smaller firms can be so devastated by a cyberattack or ransomware demand that it takes them
out of business, and we want to use our experience,
innovation and skills for their benefit.”
“The SME market is not presently cared for,”
continues chief financial officer Richard Brown.
“The larger organisations can afford support
teams to help protect themselves – though it doesn’t
necessarily mean they are immune from attack – but
SMEs don’t have such luxury.
“We are able to provide such a service, however, and
are almost like security guards patrolling a perimeter
fence – if there is a hole, we find it and alert the client
immediately,” says Richard, who earlier in his career
worked in corporate finance with PwC.
He adds: “There is not a business out there that does
not need this service.”
Melius’ commitment to SMEs, has, says David,
markedly increased over the last year, and particularly
since January amid England’s third coronavirus
lockdown.
“We are able to use our years of enterprise level
cyber security experience and project delivery, and
provide this level of expertise for SMEs at a price they
can afford.
“A lot of firms are no longer thinking about when

they will return to the office – people have pivoted
away from that,” he says.
“In an office, you had a firewall and could identify
who was on the network – but working from home is
very different, and people must therefore be vigilant
against cyber-crime.”
However, Richard says such watchfulness must not
be confined to the business environment, revealing
Melius is part of an education framework to instil
awareness from a young age.
He says: “Showing more people how to correctly
download files and watch content online will make a
significant difference.
“A good example are schools.
“If a child watches something on the internet on their
phone at home and then brings that into the classroom
and connects to the IT system, whatever they might
have inadvertently downloaded could end up on the
network.”
With such strong foundations in place, and the
demand for cybersecurity continuing to rise, Melius –
whose six-strong team includes two graduates – has
ambitions to grow its North East workforce in the
coming years and look to international expansion.
“We want to become a strong employer in this
region,” says Eldon.
“Over the next two years, we expect to hire a further
30 people. We are naturally working across the North
East first, but we see a lot of future revenue coming
from across the country, particularly the south and
London.
“We also have a strategy to expand into the USA and
Australia.
“The revenues we earn will be put back into the
business here because we are committed to boosting
the economy of the North East.”

Reference: 1: IBM Security Cost of a Data Breach Report 2020 – https://www.ibm.com/security/digital-assets/cost-data-breach-report/#/pdf
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Cascade begins savings innovation for the millions
Cascade Cash Management (Cascade) is excited to begin 2021 having had a strong 2020
despite the year’s challenges, finishing the year being named as the Most Innovative FinTech
Company of 2020.
www.cascade.co.uk
Twitter: @CascadeCash

CASCADE IS THE REGION’S LEADING,
award-winning cash management service.
In a nutshell, Cascade delivers an independent and
transparent savings service originally designed to
generate enhanced cash returns and increased depositor
protection through professional cash management.
Having administered £370 million of cash savings by
2015, the company began the build of its unique online
savings portal that has today seen the team administer
over £1 billion, servicing more than 3000 advisers across
the UK.
Cascade boasts an online fintech portal, which is the
only one of its kind in the UK, and the company is proud
to support and work alongside some of the region’s great
talent, including, for example, the teams at Shout, Get
Brindled, Inveniam and Hedley McEwan.
Ready to announce an invigorated new board this
coming spring, the company, buoyed by national acclaim
from many financial awarding bodies in the last year,
is poised on the brink of a change that will expand the
service to even more clients and partners.
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The team are close to completing its seed funding
round that will see further automation of the savings
technology platform to allow the team to support savers
with lower cash balances.
The Cascade service is unique in the market in that
it allows independent and unbiased cash solutions for
a range of client types, meaning clients don’t have to
choose only one bank.
With the online portal and Cascade’s client support
team, all banks are accessed quickly and easily, on a
daily basis.
The service is the only one of its kind that tracks every
bank and building society in the market and it’s this
breadth and depth of data that affords clients the best
possible outcomes from their cash.
The Cascade team helps clients in completing the
onboarding paperwork for each bank and building
society selected, and savers are then able to use the
portal to view their savings in one convenient place, with
the dedicated support of Cascade personnel.
Clients of the service include individuals, companies
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and charities. Partners of the service include
independent financial advisors, solicitors, attorneys and
accountants, while many more can also self-brand the
product for presentation to their own clients.
Many companies with cash funds have made use
of Cascade’s services with meaningful impact on
the bottom line, with some clients able to earn up to
£30,000 extra a year in returns, while also being able to
relax enjoying increased depositor protection.
Dr Emma Black, Cascade’s managing director, says:
“As a team, we have now administered well over £1
billion of deposits, with the majority of that in the last
three years since we launched our fintech portal.
“We now have over 100 partners and 3000 advisors
engaged across the UK.
“Enquiries and new customer sign ups since the
outbreak of COVID-19 have increased and we have
supported those looking for increased depositor
protection on sums that outweigh the protection offered
by the Financial Services Compensation Scheme.
“It is without doubt that those with large chunks of
cash are looking to spread it across different banking
licences in the current market.
“Along with that, we also work hard to break the
mould in that we have the perfect combination of fintech
opportunity combined with a high-quality, traditional
people-centred customer care philosophy.
“Combined together, these features make for a
powerful and impactful service that our clients and
partners seem to really enjoy.”
This approach has seen the necessary expansion of
the team in the first month of 2021.
The team of eleven has seen three new additions,
which include Jane Gray, as executive assistant and
office manager; Dr Ryan Dias, as client relationship
manager with a business development and customer
service focus; and Ryan Grave, who has been brought
in through the Northern Skills apprenticeship scheme to
learn the business from the ground up.
Uniquely, a number of charities successfully use
the service and such clients have earned significantly
greater returns through the Cascade service.
Dr Black, who launched the company alongside
brother and business partner Stephen Black, continues:
“A mental health charity using Cascade earned an
additional £20,800 per year net of all fees on their £2
million cash when compared with what they had been
earning sat in their current account.
“Without our portal and excellent customer support,
this charity could have missed out on what is to them a
really good chunk of money.

“We are purpose-led as an organisation and the
impact that this extra money can have for our clients is
significant and is making a real difference day-by-day.”
In the last year, Cascade has won an accolade for
customer service at the Financial Innovations Awards
and invested in the portal further, with an exciting
roadmap to make greater use of their data and support
their clients and partners further with dedicated
relationship manager support.
On the back of this, the company is poised for its next
stage of growth.
That progression will include further investment
to build out the savings platform, which will include
digitalising the onboarding process for new clients
alongside the creation and launch of a data analytical
portal to complement the existing offering.
Dr Black adds: “After a large initial financial
investment, three years after launching our online portal,
Cascade is now comfortably moving into profitability,
allowing for new investment to be attracted and for
future growth to be planned.
“The real beauty is that we can now demonstrate the
need for our service and our success and capability in
delivering brand new financial technology.
“We intend to build upon this with our selected
business partners, passing on in-depth knowledge and
superb customer support for those who deposit cash
with us.
“This coming year will also see Cascade’s journey
into regulatory permissions, including AISP and PISP
certification, which will open up new avenues for us.
“We will continuously strive to be ahead of the
market, offer innovative technology growth and invest in
steps that mitigate risk on every level.”

Cascade Cash
Management
-

The company has
received Cyber
Essential Plus
re-accreditation
from the National
Cyber Security
Centre, meaning
its internal and
online IT systems
are considered
robust against
any form of cyber
attack.
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Still on track – leading a public
service through a pandemic
towards a brighter future
Despite the challenges caused by COVID-19, Martin Kearney,
Nexus’ chief operating officer, says the future remains bright
for the operator, the North East and its people.
www.nexus.org.uk
@My_Metro

2020 STARTED BRIGHTLY FOR NEXUS.
A new chief operating officer, plans for Metro’s 40th
anniversary celebrations and the announcement of a
£362 million contract with Swiss train builder Stadler
for 42 new trains.
But as we know, 2020 did not go as anyone had
planned.
Martin Kearney, the new chief operating officer, had
returned to the UK after seven years in New Zealand
and Australia, and was quickly faced with passenger
numbers on Metro dropping by 95 per cent as the
pandemic took hold.
Martin says: “Looking back, it seems like so much
longer than a year ago, it’s been a period of constant
change for everyone.
“The initial drop in patronage was a huge challenge
financially, but not our only challenge.
“We had to adapt quickly, introducing new COVID19-safe measures for our customers and frontline staff.
“And we did it; Metro never stopped running,
proving its worth for key workers and those making
essential journeys.
“We often say we’re part of everyday life, and it’s
true.
“There are few people in Tyne and Wear whose
lives aren’t touched in some way by Nexus, and we’re
extremely proud our services were maintained for
those who really needed us.”
Looking forward, plans are in place to welcome
back those customers who have stayed away from
public transport.
A recovery plan has been submitted to the Treasury
setting out Nexus’ plans for Metro to return stronger,
and Martin has a clear idea of how he can make that
happen.
He says: “Our transport has never been cleaner or
safer, which is reflected in some of our highest ever
customer satisfaction scores.
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Tyne and Wear
Passenger
Transport
Executive and
administers funds
on behalf of the
Joint Transport
Committee
of the North
East Combined
Authority and
the North of
Tyne Combined
Authority.

“Once restrictions are eased, it’s vital we welcome
passengers back, and not just for us.
“Public transport will be essential in the regrowth of
our local economies post-COVID-19.
“We know we’ve got an important part to play in
improving the fortunes of everyone in Tyne and Wear,
with strong, safe transport networks now and in the
future.”
What is also clear is that Metro – along with bus
companies – will need additional funding from the
Government while they build passenger numbers back
up.
While a lot of Martin’s time in charge has been
dominated by leading Nexus’ response to COVID-19,
other work has still progressed at pace, particularly for
the new Metro fleet.
In Nexus’ largest ever public consultation, more
than 23,000 responses were received on features of
the new trains, while virtual reality headsets gave train
drivers an immersive experience into the new drivers’
cabs, providing an invaluable opportunity for their
feedback.
Construction work also continued, with a new
depot at Howdon to house trains while the existing
depot at Gosforth is rebuilt for the new fleet, and the
completion of the Nexus Learning Centre, at South
Shields, providing bespoke training facilities.
Martin has nothing but praise for his teams.
He adds: “They’ve been outstanding, dealing with
huge changes to how they work and yet we’re still
seeing successes across the business.
“It’s crucial we keep up all the good work, to take us
forward, and emerge from this stronger.
“We’re ready to provide a full service as soon as we
can, to support our passengers and the economy and
I’m optimistic about the future of the North East.”
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A real passion for local success
The promotion of Will Bonas as a partner in the private
wealth team in Newcastle was recently announced by
Womble Bond Dickinson. Here are some insights into his
career journey and a look ahead to 2021.
www.womblebonddickinson.com
@WBD_UK

WOMBLE BOND DICKINSON HAS A LOCAL
heritage in the North East, a national network of offices
and an international outlook since its transatlantic
combination in 2017.
Together, these bring unrivalled expertise to clients
in the region.
Will begins with a focus on being local.
He is a lawyer advising a variety of private clients,
mainly the owners of businesses and rural estates, as
well as trustees, wealthy individuals and families.
He says: “I’m proud to have been here for my whole
career.
“When I joined as a trainee, we were a two-office
firm.
“Now, we have eight offices in the UK and 19 in the
USA. That’s a lot of growth but Newcastle is still our
largest office.
“I had grown up in the North East and studied at
Newcastle University.
“I then went to London for a spell, like many
graduates, but I soon realised the quality of life back
home was far better.
“Added to that, I feel passionate about the North
East and it really matters to me that people in the North
East do well, that businesses thrive here, providing
opportunities for great jobs and, put simply, I want us
to do better than other regions.
“Being part of a team in the North East, which is able
to provide excellent advice in the region, is therefore
really important to me.”
Will goes on to describe his early career as a
corporate lawyer.
“I began working mainly with business owners and
entrepreneurs on buying and selling businesses, equity
investments and strategies for growth.
“I also worked on several deals to take over and
run rail franchise businesses, which gave me a lot
of experience in complex commercial contracts and
broadened my commercial thinking.”
Why then the move to being a private client lawyer?

Will Bonas
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Will has many
years’ experience
as a corporate
and commercial
lawyer and
typically advises
the owners of
businesses and
rural estates,
high net worth
individuals and
family investment
companies.
His main areas
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generational
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will.bonas@
wbd-uk.com

Will has a simple answer.
“I have always worked with the owners of businesses
and rural estates on strategic projects.
“That meant working very closely with the private
wealth team and it was a natural step to move into that
team in 2019.
“I’ve had to develop new skills but one of the reasons
this job is really interesting is the wide variety of clients
and the need to keep learning all the time.”
The private wealth team at WBD traces back its roots
to advising families and their businesses in the North
East for more than 200 years.
Will continues on that theme. “We have a great team
in Newcastle,” he says, “with all the depth and breadth
of expertise needed to advise private clients in the
region.
“What we do best is work closely with clients to help
them achieve their long-term goals and retain as much
flexibility as possible in their planning.”
“Looking ahead, I think 2021 will be a huge turning
point for many people.
“The kinds of big picture topics my team’s clients are
looking at are, firstly, the combined ongoing effects of
COVID-19 and Brexit on all aspects of business, rural
and personal life.
“Secondly, how to protect their core business or
investments against a fast-changing set of risks or
how to diversify in order to make the most of new
opportunities.
“Thirdly, in the near future, they are looking at
strategies to mitigate the effect of possible tax changes
in the March Budget, particularly to inheritance tax and
capital gains tax.
“The damage to the economy has been enormous
over the past year, but I see signs for optimism in 2021,
as vaccination brings confidence and change brings
opportunity, particularly for us in the North East.”
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Make human
intelligence your
competitive advantage
in 2021
Your brand’s purpose should illustrate why
your organisation exists, what problems it
aims to solve, and who it wants to be to each
person it professionally interacts with.
www.scaleupnortheast.co.uk

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.
Find out more at
www.rtcnorth.
co.uk

SUCCESSFUL BUSINESSES HARNESS THEIR
purpose to create deeper connections with consumers
and give back to the communities they work within.
As an executive leadership coach, Scaleup North
East partner Angelina Bell [pictured] has been party to
many change management conversations over the last
year.
For managers who lend themselves to a processdriven and almost autocratic style of management, it
has been imperative to adjust to new ways of managing
their teams. More so than ever, the need for employees
to be heard and understood is integral, and staff are
eager to form a deeper connection with their bosses
beyond just ‘the numbers’.
To help employees feel valued where they work,
designated one-to-one communication can offer an
invaluable outlet.
Here, Angelina provides her top tips for a
people-centric 2021
• W
 hile as a leader you must be continually looking
forward to what is over the horizon, the importance
of your people should be at the forefront of your
thought leadership. Your teams need to be aligned
and understand how the work they are doing is
contributing to both business success and their own
individual performance
• G
 reat listeners make great managers, so ask more
questions and listen very carefully to the answers.
Reach out for executive coaching for you and your
leadership teams. A coach can help you and your
team become more effective leaders, which will help
the business navigate safely through uncertain times
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 ncourage your team to be the best version of
• E
themselves by adopting good habits, such as time
management, compiling to-do-lists, healthy eating
and tackling hard tasks first to avoid procrastination
• Ensure you keep the consistency of what the
business needs in terms of policies and meeting
KPIs, but take care of individuals by inspiring them
to be their best and by genuinely caring for their
wellbeing.
I t is very motivating to be led by someone who can
see the skills in their team, even when the individual
is not feeling like themselves
• Make sure your staff have all the resources
they need to help them do their job properly.
Homeworking has brought challenges from people
not having desks to work on, issues accessing CRM
systems and general logistical challenges, such as
learning to use Microsoft Teams and Zoom
• Build strategies that encourage ways to focus on the
outputs from your staff members and not the time
they spend at their workstations. Help your team
to develop a structure that works for them and will
optimise their individual and team performance
• Ensure your team are taking breaks and working
hours that suit both the business and their personal
lives. Be mindful of the fact that regular breaks and
time away from screens is essential for optimum
productivity
• Ask for feedback more regularly. You do not have
the advantage of listening to office conversations
where you can pick up small gripes around fears
and issues with clients, so check in regularly. Ensure
you ask how your people are on an individual basis,
providing them with an opportunity to offload
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British automotive sector
eyes green recovery after
worst year since 1992
Automotive

New car registrations in the UK fell to
their lowest levels for almost 30 years
in 2020 as coronavirus pandemic
restrictions, Brexit uncertainty and the
end of sale date for petrol and diesel
cars weighed on confidence.
The automotive industry suffered a
total turnover loss of £20.4 billion as
only 1.63 million new cars were sold,
down from 2.31 million in 2019.
Petrol and diesel car sales were
down 39 per cent and 55 per cent,

respectively, while mild hybrid electric
vehicles (MHEVs) were up 137.4 per cent
and fully electric vehicles (BEVs, PHEVs
and HEVs) were up 66.7 per cent.
Demand for BEVs in particular grew
by 185.9 per cent to 108,205 cars over
the course of 2020.
More than 100 plug-in car models
are now available to UK buyers, and
manufacturers are scheduled to bring
more than 35 to market in 2021.
Mikes Hawes, Society of Motor
Manufacturers & Traders (SMMT)
chief executive, said: “2020 will be
seen as a ‘lost year’ for automotive,
with the sector under pandemicenforced shutdown for much of the year
and uncertainty over future trading
conditions taking their toll.
“However, with the rollout of vaccines

Electrify or die
Automotive is one of the few
sectors of the North East
economy that is genuinely
the best in the UK. The
region is home to the most
productive car plant in Britain
and is also at the forefront
of electrification, which is
increasingly viewed as the
future of the industry. Richard
Dawson speaks to two leading
experts in Matt Boyle and Dr
Colin Herron to find out just
how well placed the North
East is to drive this green
automotive revolution and what
barriers car makers face to
going electric by 2030.
Words by Richard Dawson
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and clarity over our new relationship
with the EU, we must make 2021 a year
of recovery.
“With manufacturers bringing
record numbers of electrified vehicles
to market over the coming months,
we will work with the Government to
encourage drivers to make the switch.”

4Ten years ago, the idea that the internal
combustion engine would be replaced by
electric and hybrid alternatives seemed
very far away.
If you were to have asked the average
motorist what they thought of electric
cars, most would have shrugged their
shoulders and got back into their petrol
and diesel Corsas, Golfs and Fiestas.
But back then, industry bosses were
already imagining a zero emissions
future for cars and putting in place the
foundations for the electrification we are
witnessing today.
Former Sevcon chief executive
and current chair of the North East
Automotive Alliance Matt Boyle
remembers a trip to Paris in 2011 where he
met a group of directors at the RenaultNissan partnership, which at that time
was headed up by Carlos Ghosn.
Outlining the company’s plans to the
group, Carlos said: “Strategically, we want
to be ahead of everybody else in zero
emissions vehicles.”
Nissan has certainly been successful
in that regard. The Nissan Leaf was the
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first mass market battery electric vehicle
(BEV) to be sold across the world and,
until December 2019, was the top-selling
electric vehicle of all time.
While other manufacturers adopted a
wait-and-see strategy on electric cars,
Nissan blazed a trail. Now, the rest of
the industry is playing catch up and the
momentum behind electrification seems
unstoppable.
A green automotive revolution is
underway.
Even a year ago, this was far from clear,
however.
Annual figures released by the Society
of Motor Manufacturers & Traders
(SMMT) show that in 2019, BEVs had only
a 1.6 per cent market share.
In 2020, this number had risen to 6.6
per cent, representing a 185.9 per cent
growth rate.
Electrics now count for one in ten new
vehicle registrations, up from one in 30 a
year ago.
In the month of December 2020, the
figures are even more profound.
While BEVs accounted for just 3.3 per
cent of sales in December 2019, they
accounted for 16.5 per cent in December
just gone – a 344 per cent increase.
Of course, 2020 was anything but
a typical year. Nevertheless, the drive
towards zero emissions vehicles is there
for all to see.
For the car industry at large, 2020 was
one of the most difficult years it has ever
faced.
Total new car registrations were down
29.4 per cent year-on-year, the worst
performance for the market since 1992.
There were 603,076 fewer cars sold
than in 2019, equivalent to £20.4 billion in
lost revenues.
A combination of collapsing consumer
demand and shuttered car showrooms
were ruinous for the motor trade, as was
the suspension of production at many UK
car plants last spring.
Brexit uncertainty also plagued the
industry throughout the year, as motor
companies waited with bated breath to
see whether or not a free trade agreement
would be secured.

The answer to that question only came
on December 24, one week before the
transition period was due to end.
News of a deal was still met with
relief by the industry, as more than half
of all cars built in the UK are bought by
customers in the EU.
“Relief is the right word to use because
World Trade Organization (WTO) tariffs
would have been an absolute disaster,”
Matt says.
The trade deal provides near-term
certainty over the future of Nissan
in Sunderland, where company boss
Ashwani Gupta had previously said WTO
tariffs would have made its UK operation
“untenable”.
Non-tariff barriers have arisen out
of the deal around things like product
certification, standards and rules of origin.
But as Matt says, if there’s one thing
the car industry is good at, it’s adapting
to change and “creating new systems that
are efficient and low-cost.”
The rules of origin requirements have
generated a lot of discussion in recent
weeks, as they dictate that UK-made cars
must have a specific content of UK or
EU parts in them to be exported to the
European market.
At the present time, UK manufacturers
use imported parts from places like
Morocco, Turkey, Japan and South Korea,
particularly for the production of electric
vehicles where the British market is only
just maturing.
Matt says: “Under the rules of origin,
we’re going to need to onshore a whole
load of electrification capacity.”
Dr Colin Herron, managing director of
Zero Carbon Futures, is feeling positive
about how the changes could boost
domestic manufacturing.
“There is a huge incentive now to
create new industry in the UK so that car
parts can be UK-certified,” he says.
For the North East, which has perhaps
the most developed and sophisticated
automotive manufacturing sector in
the UK, the rules of origin present a big
opportunity to build economies of scale.
That work has begun already.
Electric vehicle battery producer

Pictured: Matt Boyle
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Outside in
Words by Matt Boyle, chair of the
North East Automotive Alliance

4Speaking about electric vehicle
firm Tesla, which fell just short of
a 500,000-sales target last year
after strong demand in the final
three months of 2020, says:
“Having been an American public company chief executive, I can
tell you there is nothing you can do
really to control the stock price.
“You can have good earnings,
you can make good growth but
fundamentally, people either want
to buy some stock or sell some
stock.
“The big question around Tesla
was could it scale? Well, obviously
now it can, it’s demonstrated that.
“It also becoming an iconic
brand and that really builds value
into it as well.”

40

Britishvolt made headlines in December
when it announced plans to build a £2.6
billion ‘gigaplant’ in Blyth, which it says
will be capable of producing 300,000
batteries per year at full capacity.
Described as the largest industrial
investment in the region since Nissan’s
arrival in 1984, bosses say the gigaplant
will provide 3000 jobs directly and up to
5000 more in the supply chain.
It promises to strengthen what is
already a very strong hand the North
East has to play in the green automotive
revolution.
The region already builds more electric
cars than anywhere else in the UK and
has a ready-made supply chain for EV
production, as well as purpose-built
infrastructure for exporting cars across
Europe and beyond - not to mention the
world-leading research and development
coming out of its universities and the
innovative companies that work with
them.
You could even go as far to say that the
North East is the best placed it has been
to benefit from industrial innovation since
the first industrial revolution more than
150 years ago.

Dr Herron says: “The fact we can make
the cells and the batteries here, that
we’ve got the companies making electric
machines and power electronics, as well
as the companies finding second life uses
for batteries – we’ve got everything we
need right here in the North East.
“We are a long way ahead of everybody
else.”
That the car industry is now backing
electrification as the way out of the perils
of 2020 and the way back to a prosperous
future is music to the ears of North East
automotive businesses, which have been
at the forefront of EVs since day one.
Of course, another key driver of this
is the Government’s ban on new sales of
petrol and diesel cars by 2030.
The date was originally set at 2040,
but ministers decided an earlier date was
necessary for getting the UK to net zero
by 2050, as per our obligations under the
Paris Accords.
It’s a tight timeframe, but both Matt
and Dr Herron believe it is possible to get
there.
“The technology and price points are
here today,” says Matt.
“If we put our minds to it, we can do it
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Outside in
Words by Dr Colin Herron,
managing director of Zero Carbon
Futures

4Speaking about Tesla and its
boss Elon Musk, says:
“Elon Musk is a modern-day
Brunel on steroids.
“Tesla has no legacy of internal
combustion engine vehicles to
decommission, so it has a huge
competitive advantage over other
car makers.
“With regards to the share price,
many companies are worth billions
having never made a profit.”

in a very short space of time, but the key
thing is availability of cars.”
Dr Herron adds: “We’ve got ten years
to do this and we can, but we’re going to
need cars and lots of them.”
This is the key challenge for car makers
facing up to the green automotive
revolution.
It’s not technology or cost preventing
the transition but rather the logistics
around halting production on millions of
petrol and diesels and starting production
on millions of electrics.
“One of the key bottlenecks is that
car companies have to decommission
capacity for millions of petrol and
diesel vehicles and then spend billions
redesigning new models and new
production lines for millions of EVs,” Dr
Herron explains.
To meet the 2030 target, there is going
to have to be electric alternatives to just
about every kind of car that consumers
currently have available to them.
New models are coming through all the
time as the big auto companies play catch
up with early pioneers like Nissan and
industry disruptors like Tesla, but we are
nowhere near the kind of scale that

is needed.
This is also the key challenge for the
North East.
We have a head start in the race
towards electrification but now we must
massively scale up operations to meet
demand that will grow exponentially in
the years to come.
Matt says: “The North East can be
proud of the fact that it always seems to
be one step ahead of where trends are
going.
“But one of the things I keep saying to
people is, ‘let’s just execute’.”
If the region can create supply chains to
meet demand across the country and the
continent, the possibilities are endless.
Who knows, Sunderland could even
become the UK’s motor city – a 21st
century, zero-carbon Detroit.
To make it happen, Matt and other
industry professionals are working on
an initiative called Driving the Electric
Revolution – an £80 million scheme aimed
at making the UK a global leader in the
manufacture of core technologies that
support electrification.
Matt explains: “We’re working with
hundreds of businesses across the UK to

create power electronics, machines and
drives for applications where the internal
combustion engine is prevalent today
and where those applications need to be
electrified.”
There is something ironic in the fact
that what is going to save the automotive
industry is getting rid of the internal
combustion engine.
But when a revolution happens, things
that were once irreplaceable become
defunct and things that were seen as
defunct become irreplaceable.
Take the site where Britishvolt will build
its gigaplant. Blyth Power Station was a
coal-fired power station demolished in
2003 and until recently unusable.
Now, with the North Sea Link between
Norway and the North East set to deliver
huge quantities of renewable electricity,
the site is the perfect place to spearhead
the green automotive revolution.
Matt adds: “I think today, there is a
potential for getting rid of the internal
combustion engine almost entirely.
“Eventually, most - if not all - internal
combustion engines will be confined to
history. There are enough resources now
to make this happen.”
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THE POWER OF PERSEVERANCE

What makes an entrepreneur? Hard work? Dedication? Good
business sense? Risk tolerance? Financial backing? All are desirable
assets to have when starting a business. But when things go wrong,
as they invariably do, it comes down to perseverance – the ability
to endure wave after wave of adversity. Dan Martin, chief executive
of electric vehicle charging business Elmtronics, has faced more
adversity than most. His story is one that will both shock and inspire
the foolhardiest entrepreneur. As a working-class lad, building a
business was always supposed to be out of reach. But as he tells
Richard Dawson, he was never going to do anything else.

Words by Richard Dawson
Photography by Christopher Owens
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4Some people just have
entrepreneurship in their blood.
They could work for any company,
claim any salary and any amount of
benefits and job security, but nothing
would ever quench their thirst for
stepping out and starting up on their own.
Dan Martin is one such person.
No matter how many times he was
burned by bad business ventures, no
matter how often his family told him to
go back to his trade as an electrician,
the chief executive of electric vehicle
(EV) charging company Elmtronics never
lost sight of his dream of becoming an
entrepreneur.
Even when his first business went bust,
leaving him living in a caravan having just
split up with his wife, the Gateshead-born
executive would not be moved.
Looking back, it’s fair to say that
dogged determination has paid off, with
Dan entering 2021 at the helm of one of
the North East’s most exciting businesses,
primed for further investment and to play
a leading role in the green automotive
revolution.
It’s been some hard yards getting to this
point, but as Dan says, “if you fall down,
you’ve just got to get back up.
“That’s what makes the difference,”
he adds, “that’s what makes you an
entrepreneur.”
Dan’s entrepreneurial journey started
early in his career.
He remembers working on building
sites across the North East as a youngster
and, at lunch times, when the other lads
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were reading the daily sporting headlines,
he was looking up businesses for sale in
local trade magazines and plotting how he
would run them.
Coming from a working-class
background, it was expected that Dan
would follow in his father’s footsteps and
get a trade.
“My entrepreneurship wasn’t really
encouraged,” he says.
“It was something the city lads and the
university graduates could do. But I never
went to university, I went to my local
college.”
It was at the bus stop aged 16 on
his first day of college when Dan met
Anthony Piggott, co-founder and
technical director of Elmtronics, who was
also doing an electrician apprenticeship at
the same time.
They were both hired by electrical
contracting firm McVickers, working on
schools and hospitals throughout the
North East that helped develop their trade
skills.
But when the global financial crisis hit
in 2008, Dan and Anthony were made
redundant and found themselves in need
of new careers.
It was the first of what would be many
waves of adversity the pair would have to
face.
Following the redundancies, Anthony
went to university to study IT and
Dan, ever chasing after his passion for
business, went into the pub trade. After
running a string of venues across the
North East, he and his wife got their first

Elmtronics

pub in Lanchester, County Durham.
The sparky turned publican tried
everything to make the pub financially
viable, often working from 7am until 2am
the following morning to save labour
costs.
“Whatever we tried, we just couldn’t
get enough trade through the door to pay
the bills,” says Dan.
“It was business lesson 101. The pub
didn’t have a strong enough business plan
behind it and totally went bust.”
It was at this point Dan had what he
calls “a proper hardcore kitchen floor
reset” moment.
After losing the pub, Dan and his first
wife split up and he ended up living
in a caravan, with all of his worldly
possessions wrapped up in bin liners.
When you consider that he now drives
an Audi e-tron to a business he founded
that employs around 55 people and has
just secured £1.5 million of investment, it
makes you wonder how Dan got through
such a difficult period.
“It’s all about perseverance,” he
answers.
Persevere he did.
After his kitchen floor reset moment,
Dan got a job running a caravan park up in
Amble, Northumberland, which allowed
him to get back on his feet and figure out
what he was going to do next.
Combining his background as an
electrician with his experience of running
a business, Dan set up Elm Electrical
Contracting Ltd in 2011.
The company got off to a rough start.
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After putting flyers through people’s
doors trying to drum up a bit of business,
Dan’s contracting firm got its first job at a
school in the Cotswolds of all places.
He worked all summer between there
and another site in Scotland for the same
customer, often sleeping in his van to save
costs and to get his fledging business off
the ground.
“For about six months, I didn’t pay
myself, as you don’t when you start a
business and that’s what puts so many
people off,” he explains.
Unfortunately, the customer wasn’t
paying Dan either and when he
confronted them about the £15,000 he
was owed, he got the worst possible reply
– that they were calling the administrators
in.
Not only had Dan worked all summer
for nothing, he also owed the electrical
wholesaler £5000 for materials, taking his
total losses to £20,000.
This was business lesson 102, one
that took an unbelievable amount of
perseverance to get through.
“That was probably the hardest point
with that business,” he says.
“But I dug down, managed to get some
good contracts on my own and ended up
paying off the debts I’d accrued to the
wholesaler.”
In late 2012, new contract wins enabled
Dan to bring his old friend Anthony into
Elm as an electrician.
It was a conversation between the two
of them around this time that started their
journey into the EV market.
Dan explains: “I remember being in the
wholesalers with Anthony, picking up a
magazine and reading an article about
electric cars.
“I said to Anthony, ‘what do you think
about this?’ and he said, ‘if these things
kick off, you’re going to need charge
points everywhere’.”
The rest, as they say, is history.
In 2013, Dan wrapped up Elm Electrical
Contracting and launched Elm EV.
It was just about the most DIY business
launch you could imagine.
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The duo got some wood and
plasterboards and literally built their own
office on a farm in Burnopfield.
They had just a few thousand pounds
between them and went 50/50 on the
venture.
Elm EV generated £400,000 of revenue
in its first year.
The company benefited from the
Electric Vehicle Homecharge Scheme – a
Government-backed grant offering 75 per
cent funding towards the cost of installing
charging points at domestic properties.
Dan and Anthony scaled the business
fast and moved to Sunderland.
But once again, adversity was just
around the corner.
The grant scheme started to be scaled
back in early 2016, meaning the cost of
installing domestic charging points went
through the roof.
“We had the business built up and we
did the classic thing of trying to keep
going with the work diminishing,” says
Dan.
“We didn’t have the foresight to make
changes and reduce costs.”
After bringing experienced financial
director Paul Lancaster on board, the
decision was made to put Elm EV into
administration.
Dan reflects: “When a business goes
bust, it’s a very sobering experience.
“Ultimately, you’ve got to take
responsibility for what happened.”
This is perhaps the most important
business lesson Dan has learned as an
entrepreneur, and one he’s keen to pass
on to others.
“The second you start taking
responsibility, that’s when things start
happening for you,” he says.
After licking their wounds following
the failure of Elm EV, Dan and Anthony
headed back to County Durham and
launched Elmtronics in Consett with a
new team and a new business model
focused on commercial customers.
They managed to transfer some
existing clients over from the previous
business and attract some new ones, such

www.elmtronics.co.uk

as FedEx, BMW Group and the London
Ambulance Service.
Their knowledge of how the technology
behind EV charging was developing, and a
growing reputation for customer services,
saw the business grow healthily and
sustainably for the first time.
“A lot of it was word of mouth, which I
still think is a really powerful thing,” adds
Dan.
Having taken some initial investment
from FW Capital to the tune of £400,000,
Elmtronics launched a second funding
round in 2020.
Like all things in the business world,
though, this was severely disrupted by
COVID-19.
Dan explains: “We were ready to sign
when the first lockdown hit.
“Then the market crashed, and it
didn’t matter what you were doing, funds
were pulled, and we couldn’t get the
investment across the line.”
After months of uncertainty, the
company finally completed a £1.5 million

@elmtronics

investment round in November last year.
The investors were the North East
Venture Fund, supported by the European
Regional Development Fund and
managed by Mercia, and the Ingenious
Infrastructure Ventures EIS Service.
The money will enable Elmtronics to
scale up operations just as the market for
EVs in the UK is maturing.
Finally, it seems that Dan’s perseverance
and entrepreneurial ambition has paid
dividends.
Elmtronics finds itself in an incredibly
strong position as one of the UK’s top EV
charging companies and has developed
its own software platform called Hubsta
that is highly scalable.
It’s also working with a listed-company
in the US on rolling out an American
operation, something which holds
enormous promise.
Dan adds: “We’re in a good place.
“What we’ve done is concentrated on
getting some really key people into the
business and now that we’ve got the right

board structure in place, we’re starting to
plan our next round of funding, which is
more likely to be £5 million or £6 million
to enable us to action some really exciting
projects.”
Headquartered in a former coalmining
and steelmaking town, Elmtronics is
flipping history on its head by providing
employment for local people in the low
carbon economy.
The same thing is happening in many
parts of the North East – a region that
has suffered from being behind previous
waves of innovation is now riding the
crest of the green automotive revolution.
Dan, much like the North East itself,
is a living example of how fortunes can
change if ,when you get knocked down,
you get straight back up again.
He concludes: “We’ve got a real chance
here to be at the forefront of this low
carbon transition.
“Let’s use this history of the North East
being an industrial powerhouse to our
advantage for once.”
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Freeports: an opportunity to level up?
Paul Jennings, chief executive of North P&I, highlights the potential of freeports and their
impact on the North East.
www.nepia.com
@NorthPandIClub

48

THE NORTH EAST HAS A STRONG MARITIME
prowess and a rich history to go with it.
Our region’s ports have been an important part of the
story – bringing prosperity locally, and helping to drive
it across the country.
This year, we might be about to embark on the next
chapter of that story.
When the Government’s bidding process for
freeports closes in early February, we’ll know whether
the North East will host one of at least seven such
models in the UK.
The Chancellor has promised they’ll be “national
hubs for trade, innovation and commerce” and their
impact will be “levelling up communities across the UK,
creating new jobs, and turbo-charging our economic
recovery.”
What’s certain is a freeport for the North East must
build in multiplier effects to make sure the benefits are
felt right across our regional economy, not just certain
pockets.
The virtual freeport model mooted for the North East
could be the answer.
This would link different parts of the supply
chain that aren’t necessarily located at ports. So,

organisations are compliant.
We’d also need to invest in infrastructure to support
the model – including high-speed internet connectivity,
road and rail upgrades – which would ultimately benefit
the wider economy.
And digital technology could play another important
role in the success of freeports.
Last year’s Government consultation on freeports
called for port operators to answer a series of
questions, one of which was about how technology
could solve efficiency challenges.
Congestion is a challenge that North’s network of
global correspondents – our representatives in port
locations around the world – sometimes report to our
shipowner members.
The knock-on effects of being unable to dock can be
severe, from exports of perishable food going to waste,
to seafarers not being able to get on shore.
Assuming freeports could attract more marine
traffic, and the need to make these international hubs
as productive as possible, technology can help on two
fronts.
Firstly, huge volumes of traffic data combined with
machine learning could help port operators automate

a manufacturer with facilities 25 miles away could
enjoy the same tax and customs advantages as those
dockside.
This is an attractive option for the North East where
we’ve a strong network of suppliers, research and
development locations and advanced manufacturing
sites that are dispersed across the region.
For example, it could allow some of our worldleading automotive supply chain, based inland, to
bypass duties.
A digitally-enabled freeport would mean multiple
sites could benefit from the freeport incentives,
encouraging more of our existing businesses to become
export-focused.
In practice it would mean internet-linked
components and products, and logistics providers,
monitored by a governing body that ensures

decisions and better predict busy times.
Secondly, enhanced digital cargo management tools
could reduce the turnaround time for ships in port.
Interestingly, the UK performs well in world rankings
of time container ships spend in port, but we’ve still
got some way to go before we reach top turnaround
countries such as Taiwan and Japan – locations our
freeports will be competing against.
In fact, this focus on digital innovation makes up
a key part of the Government’s own Maritime 2050
strategy launched in 2019 – a report that sets out its
ambitions for the British maritime sector during the
next 30 years.
Innovative customs arrangements are noted as
potential tools to encourage investment in UK ports,
along with digital technologies to streamline and
enhance security when it comes to the extensive
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documentation required of shipping operators.
Better still, building these technology solutions
could represent the next set of projects for our region’s
impressive digital innovators.
North’s chief information officer James Holmes is a
board member of Dynamo, the North East’s industryled group championing growth of IT and digital
businesses.
Through his involvement we know there are highlyskilled digital problem solvers that could tackle the
challenge. This could be a great way to extend the
freeport opportunities into the wider regional economy.
Environmental drivers could also create
opportunities.
In the midst of last year’s springtime lockdown, the
British Ports Association (BPA) published an economic
recovery plan, which set out how ports could help the
country’s post-COVID-19 recovery.
It called for a ‘Green Maritime Fund’ that would
provide capital funding for new technologies – chiefly
in the likes of the offshore renewable energy sector
– which it argues would provide a double boost in
helping meet long-term environmental targets, as well
as stimulating the economy.
Those economic benefits would be most keenly felt
in port areas where those renewables technologies are
being installed and serviced.
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Teaming a Green Maritime Fund with the freeports
model could really drive significant benefits for our
region, where we already have a burgeoning offshore
wind cluster.
Companies are building a reputation for
development of wind turbine components, installation
and maintenance of wind farms.
Research from Energi Coast, the representative body
for the cluster, shows it has the potential to support
up to 9000 jobs by 2025 and establish an international
reputation for innovation.
As that international reputation grows, it will be
important to create a simple, flexible system in which
operators can be sure components from outside of the
UK-EU zero-tariff agreement do not incur tariffs.
This would simultaneously support the Government’s
Green Industrial Revolution Plan – announced in
November 2019 – and strengthen the business case
for international operators to set up here and use the
North East as a springboard to domestic and overseas
energy markets.
At North, we’re supportive of efforts to drive regional
prosperity, and as a maritime sector business, it would
be great to see freeports play an influential role in the
levelling up agenda.
Let’s make sure we make the best of this new
chapter, however it unfolds.
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Collaborative innovation
fuels Newcastle
College’s skills drive
Adapting to a pandemic has led to
innovation that will pave the way for a
bigger and better apprenticeship provision
at Newcastle College.
www.ncl-coll.ac.uk
@NCLCollege

NATIONAL APPRENTICESHIP WEEK IS ALWAYS
a big event in any college calendar but especially at
Newcastle College.
For the past few years, the college has celebrated by
hosting its own annual Apprenticeship Awards, which
recognise and reward apprentices, employers and the
critical college staff who support them.
In 2020, the event was bigger than ever, held at St
James’ Park and sponsored by local apprenticeship
employers including Bell Group, Dove, Multi-Lab and
Malhotra Group.
It was expected that plans would be made for a 2021
event, but the arrival of COVID-19 changed everything.
Instead, NCG (the national group of colleges that
Newcastle College belongs to) has spent the past year
navigating the challenges of the pandemic, learning
to support vocational students and apprentices from a
safe distance.
“It just didn’t feel right to hold a virtual celebration,”
says Grant Glendinning, [pictured] executive
principal for NCG North and group strategic lead for
apprenticeships.
“Almost every employer has struggled with enforced
closure at some point over the past year and every
single apprentice has had their own challenge.
“Whether they’ve been furloughed, adapted to
home work and home study or, in some sad instances,
made redundant, a celebration where we focus on
achievement and shine a spotlight on a small number of
people didn’t seem the right way to mark the occasion.
Grant continues: “Colleges and apprenticeship
providers weren’t given a road-map to supporting
apprentices – or any of our learners – through this
period.
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“We’ve adapted in the same way we’ve adapted
learning for all of our students; keeping them safe
while they’re on campus and providing critical, remote
support during periods of lockdown.
“The difference, of course, is that many are still
attending the workplace, while others simply can’t
because they’re working in industries like hospitality
and hairdressing.
“So, it’s been really important that the support we
offer has been based on individual circumstances.
“Our skills trainers and assessors have done a
fantastic job of adapting to the changes.
“They’re still attending workplaces where it is right
and safe to do so, because supporting our learners
is always our first priority, and we aim to continue
education and training for them with as little disruption
as possible.”
Disruption, however, is exactly what the pandemic
has brought, especially to the further education sector.
But, like many other businesses who have been
forced to adapt, it has led to some exciting innovations
at Newcastle College and NCG that will pave the way
for an even better apprenticeship provision in the near
future.
“We do have some exciting apprenticeship related
projects about to launch,” confirms Grant.
“The first is the launch of our inaugural inter-college
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competition – NCG Skills.
“It’s our very own version of World Skills, which is
an amazing skills competition where students and
apprentices across our colleges have had lots of
success in recent years.
“We want to build on these fantastic successes and
offer these opportunities to even more of our students
and apprentices across our entire group.
He continues: “Skills competitions offer learners
a great opportunity to train for excellence and
really strengthen their hands-on experience. They
allow learners to share their skills, knowledge and
expertise, learn from and be inspired by others, boost
their confidence and enhance their employability
prospects.
“Six out of our seven colleges specialise in vocational
education and at a time when events like World Skills
can’t take place, it makes sense to take advantage of
our network and hold our own competition, although
we hope this year’s event is the first of what will
become an annual event.
“It means we can offer the experience to even more
of our technical students and apprentices and ensure
that enterprise, engagement and employability remain
at the centre of the learning experience for all of our
students developing their vocational skills.
Grant says: “Our colleges have already all held their
own first rounds of the competition, which has involved
learners from vocational areas, such as bricklaying,
plumbing, hospitality and hairdressing, following a brief
to demonstrate their skills and knowledge.
“The winners from those college heats will go
through to the inter-college final and eventually those
winners will be encouraged to apply for and take part
in World Skills.
“We’ve received some funding from Crescent
Publishing Consortium to help us get this off the
ground and we’ve been supported by some of our
employer partners too, who are acting as judges and
even providing prizes.
“In particular, NOCN is providing outstanding
support for this initiative because they recognise
the value it has to apprentices and their future
employability, which of course is the main end goal – to
develop people who are skilled and can add value to
our local employers.
Grant adds: “Our live finals were originally planned
to take place during National Apprenticeship Week
with each college hosting a different vocational area,

but unfortunately the national lockdown has put that
on hold.
“It was disappointing for our learners, but we still
hope to hold it later in the academic year.
“It’s been so rewarding already and we’re really
excited to see how it develops in the coming years.”
Despite the plans for any sort of event being put
on hold for now, Newcastle College has had plenty to
think about in the lead up to National Apprenticeship
Week. On top of campus closures, assessment
cancellations and the introduction of mass testing
for students and colleagues, the Government has
focused much attention on its future plans for further
education.
Last year, the Prime Minister promised a Lifetime
Skills Guarantee and Chancellor Rishi Sunak introduced
incentives for employers taking on new apprentices,
which all hinted that a plan was on the way and that
skills would be the driving force of that plan.
In late January, the long-awaited FE Skills for Jobs
White Paper was released, which puts employers at
the heart of skills training and skills at the centre of the
strategy to ‘Build Back Better’ in a post-COVID-19 and
post-Brexit economy.
Aptly, the theme of this year’s National
Apprenticeship Week is ‘Build the Future’, which
acknowledges the important role that apprentices
will have in the coming months and years as the
Government’s plans are put into action.
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Grant continues: “Our role as a college, and indeed
as a group, is to develop a workforce that is skilled,
fit for purpose and in a position to drive forward
our regions, support our local economies and help
businesses recover from the impact of the past year.
“Apprenticeships are a vital way of giving people of
all ages the skills they need to get ahead and to give us
the workforce our economy needs to recover.
“Apprentices possess skills that will be invaluable
to employers trying to build back up and plan for the
future.
“The past year has proven just how resilient,
adaptable and innovative they are.
“It is for that reason that businesses who are in a
position to recruit apprentices have continued to do so,
and we haven’t stopped supporting those businesses
- we’ve recently helped DXC to recruit a new cohort of
apprentices for their North East headquarters.
“Our ambition at NCG is to become a leading
provider in all our college locations, growing and
increasing the numbers of higher, degree and specialist
apprenticeships.”
The focus on supporting employers and local
economies is one which the Government says will
ensure colleges are meeting the needs of their region.
This is nothing new for Newcastle College and
the colleges in its group, which have always ensured
employers have driven the development of their
curriculum.
“All of NCG’s colleges are at the heart of their
communities,” Grant says.
“Everything we do is with the aim of making an
impact locally and I think it’s clear that Newcastle
College plays an integral role in the North East and
responds to the needs of employers here.
“The work we have done to support key areas, such
as green energy, digital tech and engineering, is really
important and that will continue, even without the
Government focus, because we know how vital it is that
our students are gaining the skills they need.
“The great benefit of being part of NCG is that
we can collaborate with colleges across the entire
country to share best practice and find the best ways of
supporting our own learners, our local employers and
our own regions.
Grant continues: “We call it collaborative innovation
and together we help each other to make local impact
that turns into national impact.
“This includes the way that we support our
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apprentices and their employers and help them
to succeed. One thing we have found throughout
this pandemic is that as we have all adapted to
working remotely, we have been able to connect and
collaborate more than ever.
“That has benefited us in ways we might not have
expected. We have not only managed to develop
plans for NCG Skills, but a brand-new way to support
apprentices and employers here in the North East.
“Very soon NCG will be opening an Apprenticeship
Hub, based at its headquarters on Newcastle College’s
campus,” says Grant.
“It will combine the apprenticeship provision of
Carlisle College and Newcastle College and will aim to
provide a ‘go-to’ service for employers and aspirational
apprentices across the North East and Cumbria, but
will provide support with apprenticeship delivery for
colleges across the entire NCG group.
“It is going to be just one part of a wider set of
services that we have planned for employers, which will
offer support for local businesses such as workforce
planning advice, business clinics and specialist training.
Grant adds: “For would-be apprentices, it’ll be a
concentration of high-quality careers and training
opportunities that will help them gain the skills and
experience they need for a meaningful and sustainable
career.
“For Newcastle College, it will enable us to drive
quality, grow our apprenticeship provision and support
the recovery of the North East’s economy, all while we
support NCG to achieve its vision of enabling social
mobility and economic prosperity through exceptional
education.”
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New year – same focus
North East-based national sport service GiveToLocal is proving as resilient as those
community clubs it continues to support. In 2021, its goals remain in sharp focus.
@GiveToLocalUK
www.givetolocal.com/corporates
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LAUNCHED IN 2019 AND EMERGING AS ONE OF
the key players in community sport across the UK,
GiveToLocal continues to position itself as a champion
of grassroots sport clubs and a proactive pillar of the
business community.
A fully invested member of the North East England
Chamber of Commerce and on a mission to back sport,
boost business and build networks, the organisation’s
commitment to the region is clear.
And chief executive Neil Gardiner remains focused
on spreading the word and galvanising support at a
time when the need to celebrate community sport and
its power to do good has, arguably, never been greater.
In fact, he believes there’s never been a better time
to get to know GiveToLocal.
“We want people to know who we are, why we’re
here and what we do,” explains Neil.
“Our hope is that our key messages, aims and
ambitions have always been clear: we’re here to
support community sport clubs by connecting them to
donors and local businesses.
“At the same time, we offer corporate partners a
unique opportunity to contribute to the impact we
have and become part of a network of like-minded

to our local communities is something we will always
seek to increase.
“For that reason, we decided to host two webinars
at the end of January aimed at filling in the blanks for
those firms which may have heard of GiveToLocal but
wanted to know more.
“The response was fantastic.”
From Brewin Dolphin to Bellway Homes, Newcastle
Building Society to Sintons LLP, the list of blue-chip
attendees seeking a window into the GiveToLocal
world read like a who’s who of the North East business
community.
And although the first quarter of 2021 provides little
light at the end of the tunnel for those operating at
the heart of community sport, the growing support of
influential corporates has enabled Neil and his team to
approach the new year with renewed confidence.
“It’s a new year, but as far as GiveToLocal is
concerned, the focus hasn’t changed,” he adds.
“In fact, our commitment to community sport and
our ambition to grow is even stronger.
“We’ve made an incredibly positive start to 2021
by announcing a number of new partnerships with
national governing bodies and regional and national

businesses.
“But the power, influence and value of that network

businesses.
“Our plan is to create 30 new jobs in the first half
of the year and that includes the appointment of a
campaign manager to oversee a series of exciting
new projects. In addition, we launched our 21 For 2021
initiative. We’re supporting a further six sports this year,
which means we’re working with 21 sports in total.
“To put that into context, this time last year we only
worked with football.
“But our ambition has always been to grow and to
grow fast.”
January saw GiveToLocal rubber-stamp key
national partnerships with Basketball England, The
Wheelchair Football Association and British Dodgeball
— broadening its reach and ability to impact positively
on three sports with a reputation for championing
community participation.
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Stewart Kellett, chief executive of Basketball
England, says: “2020 was a challenging year for
everyone involved with our sport and it’s important that
we consider partnership opportunities that can support
basketball now and in the future.
“GiveToLocal’s model is unique and offers clubs
a great opportunity to develop sustainable income
by becoming even more connected into their local
communities.
“It’s vitally important that our clubs, coaches, players
and volunteers are supported in every way possible and
this national partnership has the potential to do that.
“Basketball England is very much looking forward
to working with GiveToLocal in 2021 and we’re excited
about what we can achieve together this year.”
Sharing Stewart’s excitement is Tokyo 2021 hopeful
and Strictly Come Dancing alumnus Will Bayley
[pictured below left].
Table tennis is one of the six newly-supported sports
spearheading the 21 For 2021 initiative and the Great
Britain international adds: “GiveToLocal’s support is
really important, especially now.
“So many people give up their free time to help
out the community and create the next generation of
athletes.
“It’s amazingly selfless, so anything we can do to
support those volunteers is brilliant.”
With strict UK-wide lockdown measures predicted
to remain in place until the middle of February at the
earliest, a full return to community sport looks some
way off. It’s just one of the reasons why Clare Morley,
chief executive of Rise, the North East organisation
committed to getting the region active, is predicting a
difficult year ahead.
But she feels GiveToLocal can be a key driver in
turning things around during 2021.
“There is an obvious connection between
GiveToLocal and Rise,” she adds.
“Our mission is to tackle inactivity and successful
community sports clubs are integral to that.
“GiveToLocal can help those clubs thrive and survive.
“Anything that helps young people and adults to stay
active and engage in regular physical activity is hugely
important.
“The real benefit of the GiveToLocal approach is
the focus on connecting clubs to local businesses and
embedding those clubs within the community.
“It’s easy to focus on the financial perspective but,
by raising awareness around community sport, the
benefits to clubs can also include businesses offering
their time and advice.”

Why we’re getting to know
GiveToLocal

Rob Coupland:
chief executive, Pulsant

GiveToLocal
-

Visit www.
givetolocal.com/
corporates to
discover how
your business can
help support a
service making
a difference to
community sport
across the North
East.

“The GiveToLocal cause isn’t only a good cause
— it’s a cause that people can really relate to
on various levels. In addition, the GiveToLocal
partnership approach is a bit different to
what you normally see. This isn’t simply about
sponsorship — there’s a genuine opportunity
for us as a business. We have a chance to do
something worthwhile, but we can also raise
our own profile and become part of an effective
network within the region.”

Gary Fawcett:
divisional director, Brewin Dolphin

“I’ve heard a bit about GiveToLocal recently and
I’m intrigued by their proposition. Given the
current climate we find ourselves in, I think it’s a
fantastic idea to try and provide vitally needed
support for local sports organisations by getting
businesses involved with regular giving. At the
same time, GiveToLocal is creating a network
for those firms involved to hopefully help each
other.”

Adrian Dye:
partner, Sintons LLP

“We’ve heard a lot of good things about what
GiveToLocal is doing for our region’s community
sports clubs and, as a group of people who
appreciate the value of sport, we are keen to
learn more about what corporate partnership
looks like for our organisation.”
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A successful business model 18 years in the making
So far, the rhetoric surrounding 2021 has been one of uncertainty and the unknown.
For award-winning branding and design agency Projector, however, one thing is for certain;
2021 marks its 18th year in business, working and consulting on brand communications.
studio@yourprojector.com
www.yourprojector.com

Projector
-

To find out more
about how you
can benefit
from Projector’s
professional
branding and
design expertise
and the ways you
can incorporate
communications
into your business
strategy in 2021,
get in touch with
them on 0191 265
2400.

WITH A WEALTH OF EXPERIENCE BEHIND THEM,
Phil Lowery and his team have worked within a diverse
range of industries for businesses of all shapes and
sizes.
In this time, they’ve become financial experts, van
hire specialists and luxury hotel professionals to name
but a few, identifying and carrying out creative output
based on strategic goals.
What’s led to their long-standing success? They put
this down to their unusual agency model.
In an industry of account directors, project managers
and operational titles, Projector breaks the mould with
their refreshing method of client interaction.
Creating relationships that go the distance,
their team of creatives, designers, strategists and
marketeers liaise directly with marketing managers and
board members, cutting out any barriers that get in the
way of their clients and providing them with access to
an entire team of experts, directly.

“For our clients, it’s a great benefit
to them having that senior creative
brain in the room. Creatives think
differently – that’s their job, and
hearing challenges directly from the
client often gives our creatives a
different perspective on a challenge
or a solution they may have not
reached through a prescribed brief”
Phil Lowery, managing director
After 18 years in the industry battling through
financial recessions and global pandemics, this handson collaborative business model is clearly working for
them and their breadth of clientele.
Working on initial branding workshops and
communications ideas through to campaign-led
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advertising and design projects, Projector’s portfolio of
work is impressive.
Having worked with financial services giant
True Potential LLP from the very beginning of the
company’s 13-year history, Projector has supported it
with website redesigns, product campaigns, internal
communications and brand exposure.
Of this, chief executive at True Potential LLP, Daniel
Harrison, says: “With Projector’s continued strategic
and tactical support, we’re proud to have been
recognised with a series of major industry awards.”
An agile team of creatives, with backgrounds in
graphic design, advertising and digital marketing, this
agency doesn’t cut corners, they strategically navigate
around them – ensuring each detail is considered as
part of a holistic approach to their clients’ end goals.
With experience gained from leading UK agencies,
their team boasts impressive CVs, having worked with
clients like IKEA, Honda, Shell, Adidas and Microsoft.
The wealth of experience makes them incredibly
versatile and able to adapt their skills to a number of
industry backgrounds and businesses, no matter the
size or sector.
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Report photo story

Financial support

COVID-19

The coronavirus pandemic has had a profound effect on every
section of society. In the business world, its consequences have
been felt particularly harshly by the three million limited company
owner-directors and sole traders that have, so far, been overlooked
for Government financial support. Here, North East Times speaks
to a quintet of individuals about their experiences and the feeling of
being left alone during the COVID-19 crisis.

4It is difficult to imagine just how serious
the UK’s unemployment crisis would
be were it not for the Coronavirus Job
Retention Scheme (CJRS).
As many as ten million people have
been furloughed at some point or other
since the pandemic began last spring.
If even half of these had been made
redundant instead, the headline UK
unemployment rate would now exceed all
historical precedents.
But while the Government is to be
commended for its speedy rollout and
sustained backing of the CJRS, its
support for the self-employed has been
found wanting in some critical areas.
When the Self-Employment Income
Support Scheme (SEISS) was first
introduced on March 26, 2020, many
were dismayed to find they were not
eligible for support.
An estimated three million limited
company owner-directors, newly selfemployed sole traders, sole traders
earning less than 50 per cent of their
income from self-employment and sole
traders with more than £50,000 in trading
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profits were excluded from the SEISS.
Many of them have still not had any
support from the Government 11 months
on. Many have seen their income
significantly reduced. Some have been
unable to trade at all.
What’s now gripping all of them is a
sense of disenfranchisement. More could
have been done, and could still be done,
to close a funding gap that three million
people have fallen into.
But will the Government act?
The Federation of Small Businesses has
written to Chancellor Rishi Sunak with
a number of options to rebalance this
inequity.
Among them are a German-style
‘Revenue Loss Scheme’ whereby the
Government would reimburse small
businesses a percentage of their lost
revenue when compared to the same time
last year.
The Government could also introduce
a ‘Directors Income Support Scheme’
targeted at directors of limited
companies, which make up the vast
majority of the three million excluded.

The scheme mirrors the existing
framework of the SEISS – a taxable grant
paid to directors and calculated at 80
per cent of the average monthly trading
profits for the last three months.
Mr Sunak has said time and time again
that the Government cannot save every
business and every job. But would it really
be so much to ask that there is equanimity
in the support on offer so that people
with different circumstances are not left
behind?
The FSB recommendations demonstrate
that there is more the Government could
be doing.
In the meantime, the three million left
out must fight to stay afloat.
This photo story is a commentary on
how that fight is going.
Each of the following individuals
has adapted what they do, where and
how they do it, so they can continue to
work for themselves and not see their
businesses fold.
It’s a perfect example of human
ingenuity in the face of adversity.
Here, they tell their story.

Ian Farrar - business coach, public speaker and podcaster

4How has your income been affected by the coronavirus
pandemic?
Before the pandemic, my business delivered face-to-face
business coaching and training. I am also a professional speaker
at live events, such as conferences and seminars. When the
pandemic first hit, everything ceased. Luckily, the world accepted
online delivery, but for a period of two months I didn’t issue an
invoice.
4What difficulties have you had accessing the Government’s
various support schemes and why?
As a director of one of the UK’s two million limited companies, I
am not eligible for the Self-Employed Income Support Scheme
(SEISS). Company dividends make up the majority of my income.
Only income paid through HMRC’s Pay As You Earn system is
considered for furlough. For many directors, the PAYE element
reflects just a small part of our salaries. Therefore, accessing
the Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme (CJRS) and furloughing
myself comes nowhere close to my usual income.
4What impact has this exclusion had on you on a personal and
emotional level?
Personally, I furloughed myself for two of those initial months
when lockdown meant lockdown. This has subsequently affected

www.far-north.co.uk

@Ian_Farrar

my recent mortgage application and house move. I was declined
a mortgage by a lender I had been with for 15 years, even with
a full order book. Emotionally, it has been incredibly frustrating
watching friends, colleagues, fellow business owners and sole
traders excluded by the Government.
4How have you adapted your business and what measures
have you taken to get through this difficult period?
Far North Ltd is now delivering the majority of our work remotely.
Training, speaking, coaching, client meetings are all conducted
using online tools. I applied for a Bounce Back loan in May 2020
and upon receipt, I advertised for a new employee to bolster the
team. I knew this injection of funds would cover their salary and it
felt good to be able to employ someone in the midst of this crisis.
This has allowed us to win work in some new and exciting sectors.
4How has your outlook for the future changed?
I feel extremely fortunate that my business has flourished – we
were adventurous. I wish the Government had been also. My
commitment for the future is to continue to highlight the three
million excluded. I will raise awareness through social media
and communicate stories through my podcast and live streams.
My company will offer support to those affected and provide a
marketing channel to those businesses that need it.
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Hal Branson - comedian

4How has your income been affected by the coronavirus
pandemic?
Catastrophically! The bulk of my income comes from live comedy
and as that industry has been all but decimated, my income has
reduced drastically. What has been great though is seeing how
the comedy industry has pivoted to take comedy online and
provide stand-up gigs for people sat at home.
4What difficulties have you had accessing the Government’s
various support schemes and why?
The initial issue was getting the Government to recognise comedy
as an art form and therefore eligible for grant funding. I run a
limited company so was able to get a small amount of furlough
payment, but this is nowhere near what I’d normally earn as I take
a minimal salary and top up with dividends. I wasn’t eligible for
any of the grants as my business fell between the cracks in terms
of size and operations, which was really frustrating. I ended up
taking a small Bounce Back loan which, while helpful in the shortterm, I will have to pay back at some point.
4How have you adapted your business and what measures
have you taken to get through this difficult period?
It’s been a really exciting challenge to adapt to the current
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www.facebook.com/halbransoncomedian

@feltnowt

circumstances. A group of North East comedians including
myself have launched a CIC not-for-profit company called Felt
Nowt (www.feltnowt.co.uk) putting on live gigs over Zoom.
They’ve really taken off and it’s provided income and support for
comedians in the region.
4What more could have been done for people like yourself
who have in large parts been excluded from support?
I mean, call me cynical, but it’s hard not to look at the
Government throwing literally billions of pounds into a failed
track and trace system and award all their friends massive
contracts and not think that money could have been better spent/
redirected to small businesses struggling to survive…
4How has your outlook for the future changed?
I think amidst all the anxiety and uncertainty there is an emerging
market in online performance that will continue beyond lockdown
and this has just forced the industry to adapt to the times
quicker than it would have done. We’ll continue to include an
online option beyond lockdown as it offers an accessible route
to enjoy gigs and watch from anywhere in the world. Working
collaboratively with people with a common goal and a great ethos
has shown there is light at the end of the tunnel.

Caroline Hagan - web developer

4How has your income been affected by the coronavirus
pandemic?
My business works B2B, so like most small businesses, we saw a
dip at the start of the March lockdown because many companies
were unsure what it meant, or how it would affect their income
moving forward. I’ve been fortunate that I had existing clients
on board, and I was able to take on new clients through
recommendations.
4What difficulties have you had accessing the Government’s
various support schemes and why?
I feel for the most part, as a sole director of a limited company,
I’ve fallen through the gaps in the support schemes. I don’t qualify
for the SEISS and I couldn’t furlough myself, as that meant not
working in my business. I didn’t qualify for any local government
grants. I did have an office but had downgraded to co-working
space in February last year. So, there was no financial support for
that sort of workspace and I had to leave and work from home.
The only alternative was a Bounce Back loan, through my existing
bank, Starling. Based on my previous years’ business profit, I
qualified. But obviously, I have to pay that back at some point.
4What impact has this had on you on a personal and emotional
level?
It is disheartening when you’ve worked so hard and so many
unpaid hours to build up your business. Like most directors

www.blueocto.co.uk

@blueocto

advised by an accountant, I only take minimum wage so I can
keep more money in the business. I have been busy as I’m in
digital, but it’s incredibly difficult deciding to take on a new
hire for the extra help because it’s another outgoing cost. As
a predominantly single parent, I’m also on my own with no
childcare or school. It’s been difficult having to just get by and
struggle alone. I’ve had a few moments of burnout.
4What more could have been done for people like yourself
who have in large parts been excluded from support?
I know a group on Twitter called Forgotten Ltd are making a huge
effort to see something provided for limited companies. Having
some support, whether it’s help with ongoing costs or offsetting
some of the corporation tax they will want from us all this year. I
think for some businesses, they can only survive so long and will
inevitably need support from the Government, so why not sooner
rather than later?
4How has your outlook for the future changed?
Everything is so uncertain – businesses don’t know how they will
continue, so they are likely tightening the purse strings again,
like we saw last March. Very little funding is available and many
clients were supported by funding schemes, which in turn helped
small businesses like mine get regular work. So, even though I
work in digital, it is worrying how things may pan out if no new
support is offered.
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Mark Grainger - copywriter

4How has your income been affected by the coronavirus
pandemic?
My income was hugely affected a few months into the pandemic,
as my larger retainer clients realised they would need to
restructure their outgoings. Unfortunately, that meant a lot of
marketing budgets were slashed, and I lost a significant amount
of my work. On top of that, other companies were, in the first
few months of the pandemic, unwilling to commission new work,
which left me feeling adrift for a while.
4What difficulties have you had accessing the Government’s
various support schemes and why?
I haven’t been able to access any Government support. My
agency is set up as a limited company and I pay myself out of the
company account. So, the Government support packages, which
were at least beneficial to my partner who is also self-employed,
really left me twisting in the wind at an absolutely critical time.
I’ve managed to get by, but I know plenty of people who have not
been so lucky.
4What impact has this had on you on a personal and emotional
level?
It’s really added another layer of stress and anxiety. Being a
self-employed creative, you know there’s going to be ups and
downs financially, but you don’t expect to have to try and carry
on working at full capacity in circumstances like these without
62

www.blossomtreecopy.co.uk
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any support. It’s felt like a lot of extra weight on my shoulders.
Thankfully, my partner and I are the ultimate cheerleaders for each
other because we both know what it takes to work for ourselves,
so we’ve managed to make it work. It’s not been easy though.
4How have you adapted your business and what measures have
you taken to get through this difficult period?
Before COVID-19, I was building up a retainer-based client list.
Now though, I’ve been taking on more short-term and ad hoc
work and looking to build new relationships. Obviously, the goal
is still to secure regular work, but I’ve definitely had to cast my
net wider, take on different kinds of projects and living in the
moment. One thing the pandemic has pushed me to do is to forge
more connections with other copywriters. A lot of work I’ve had
recently has come from referrals from other writers, and I wouldn’t
have had those connections if we hadn’t sought each other out for
support in difficult times.
4How has your outlook for the future changed?
I’ve always been aware that I chose a path that sees me standing
alone, dealing with issues myself and in my own way, and the lack
of Government response has really just highlighted how lonely it
can be. Thankfully, I’ve always believed I belong to a community
of writers, rather than working against competitors, and that has
really been borne out. My plans for the future are to try and reestablish retainer work and create a more niche space for myself.

Martha Gothorp - jewellery designer and silversmith

4How has your income been affected by the coronavirus
pandemic?
Since the pandemic, I have seen a drop in online sales,
presumably as people have less job security and less money to
spend on ‘non-essential’ items. I’ve also had no sales through
stockists with shops being closed and no events such as markets
and arts festivals.
4What difficulties have you had accessing the Government’s
various support schemes and why?
As I was subletting my business premises, I was unable to claim
for a grant using a Small Business Rates Relief code. I have heard
of a lot of other businesses in similar situations. Unfortunately,
I think my business was just unlucky with timings of events and
circumstance. I had already given my landlord notice as I was
due to move to new business premises just as the pandemic hit,
which unfortunately fell through. I was then left with no premises
to operate from, but this has been a blessing in disguise as I have
been able to keep my business going with considerably lower
overheads.
4What impact has this had on you on a personal and emotional
level?
I think it’s been a highly stressful time for everyone. I’ve certainly
felt the ups and downs of lockdowns and felt high stress and
increased worry. I’ve found it really useful to be outside and take

www.saltandco.co.uk

@saltnco

a little bit of time for myself. I’ve spent a lot more time surfing,
paddle boarding and walking and I’m even more grateful than
before to live in such a beautiful place. One thing that has been
really lovely is the level of support and kindness on social media.
There has been a real increase in shopping locally and that’s been
hugely motivational for me.
4How have you adapted your business and what measures have
you taken to get through this difficult period?
To help keep my business afloat I have taken on a job a couple of
days a week, which has been really nice to think outside of the
box and meet new people. I also went back to basics with a lot
of things. I started stamping my own boxes again, like I did when
I first started my business, and tried to recycle as much silver as
possible in my pieces. In some ways, it’s been really good to go
back to my roots, and I’ve done as much as I can to keep the cost
of my product down for my customers.
4How has your outlook for the future changed?
I think I am more online-focused with my business, looking to
increase sales through that platform as it is looking uncertain
when retailers and markets will be able to open again. I’ve tried to
focus on growing my social media and building a network through
Instagram, which has been a huge support during this time.
Long-term, I have always hoped for a shop, but this pandemic has
certainly made me question if this could ever happen.
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Delivering apprenticeships in a
COVID-19 world
Suzanne Slater oversees the delivery of apprenticeship
programmes at Gateshead College. Here, she talks about
how the delivery of apprenticeships has adapted due to the
coronavirus pandemic.
www.gateshead.ac.uk/employers
@gatesheadcoll

IF SOMEONE HAD TOLD ME LAST YEAR THAT I’D
be driving around the region dropping off laptops to
apprentices who were having to self-isolate, I’d never
have believed them, yet there I was a few months back
doing just that.
Apprentices, just like other students in schools
and colleges across the country, need to be able to
continue with their studies to know that they won’t fall
behind, and we are doing whatever is needed to make
sure that’s the case.
Flexibility and responsiveness have always been
key drivers for us. No off the shelf training here, we’ve
always worked hard to customise what we do to meet
every business’ needs and this flexible approach has
certainly come to the fore in the last 12 months.
From day one of the initial lockdown, our staff rose
to the challenge to support our apprentices and ensure
there was no detrimental effect on their studies.
From creating makeshift electronic labs in spare
bedrooms, to producing innovative video content to
support their learning and encouraging them to keep
fit and coaching apprentices and some employers in
using new technology. Their commitment to providing
stability and ensuring our apprentices kept learning
surpassed all my expectations.
As with so many businesses, the impact of the
pandemic has meant some apprentices have been
furloughed by their employers. However, we were
determined they wouldn’t fall behind because of this.
For many, working in industries like automotive,
engineering and manufacturing, this meant pausing the
practical elements of their apprenticeship and focusing
purely on the knowledge elements that were delivered
virtually.
When they returned to work or when college
re-opened, we switched back to intensive practical
sessions to keep them on track.
For some however, especially those working
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in frontline roles or for the NHS, we paused their
apprenticeship through a ‘break in learning’, which
enables them to pick up where they left off when things
return to normal.
Equally, we haven’t forgotten how important the
pastoral care of an apprentice is, particularly during a
pandemic with repeated lockdowns.
Although our job is to teach specific competences
and real workplace skills, the support we give our
apprentices emotionally is just as crucial.
Which is why throughout the lockdowns our trainer
assessors have undertaken regular mental health and
well-being check-ins with every apprentice and some
have set-up virtual coffee mornings so whole groups
can talk and share their experiences with each other.
While the pandemic may have had an impact on
apprenticeship recruitment nationally, we’ve still seen
many employers continue with their commitment to
develop their workforce through this route, bringing
many new apprentices on board.
And, while their work lives and college lives are
looking very different to what they would have a year
ago, we’ll keep finding new ways of doing things and
build on these into the future – this is critical as we look
to recover our economy.
Working with high profile organisations including
Atom Bank, Bellway Homes and UK Power Networks,
as well as SMEs, whether that’s during a pandemic or
not – our approach remains the same – flexibility and
adaptability.
There are no better words I can use to sum up the
last 12 months!
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Building for the future
The ongoing pressures caused by COVID-19
may still be impacting our everyday lives,
but contractor Tolent is continuing to
build for the future. Intrinsic to its ongoing
success is the company’s workforce,
which includes many past and present
apprentices and trainees. To mark National
Apprenticeship Week, which takes place
this month, Steven Hugill learns more
about how the firm nurtures its workers of
tomorrow.
www.tolent.co.uk
@Tolentplc

Pictured on
site, from left
to right, trainee
engineer Owen
Gallagher, trainee
site manager
Luke Oldfield
and trainee
engineer Cody
Sheriff. Note:
picture taken
before COVID-19
pandemic and
associated
social distancing
regulations
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TO COIN A PHRASE, THE MORE THINGS CHANGE,
the more they stay the same.
The employment landscape across the region – and
the UK – may be battling a COVID-19 flux at present,
but there remain elements of permanency.
Take the importance of skills and career
development, for example.
As advice goes, the ‘earn yourself a skill and set
yourself up for life’ mantra – long recommended in
many a classroom and discussed across family dinner
tables up and down the country – continues to stand
the test of time, despite the impact of coronavirus.
Just ask Tolent.
Strong in the construction sector, the Gatesheadheadquartered company is equally robust in building
the careers of tomorrow.

And, in an environment where COVID-19 has skewed
working and educational environments, it has remained
true to its values of nurturing the next generation.
The business currently has 26 trainees in its near
300-strong workforce, who are developing their
respective skills bases across numerous disciplines that
include quantity surveying, engineering, estimating,
joinery and design.
From work on Milburngate, Durham City’s
multi-million-pound leisure, office and residential
development, to building more than 3000 new, highquality homes across the North East and Yorkshire,
covering both private and public sector over the next
few years, Tolent is a company whose reputation for
quality precedes it.
And right at the heart of that standing are the firm’s
skilled teams, many of which include trainees and
apprentices who are working alongside senior figures,
themselves successes of Tolent’s talent pathway.
Contracts manager Andy Talbot is one to have
graduated from the system.
“Coming into the business at a young age gave me a
good setting,” says Andy, who has been with Tolent for
19 years, having started out as a trainee site engineer.
“I initially studied A-levels in maths, physics and
business studies but didn’t like it, so changed to a
Construction BTEC at Ashington College.
“When that finished, I got in touch with Tolent to ask
about work experience and I ended up spending eight
weeks of the summer with the engineers,” continues
Andy, whose career path has included HNC and
university studies and stints as, among other roles, a
site agent, project manager and contracts manager.
“Working for a company like Tolent – which is one of
the biggest construction contractors in the North East
– is great because the work is so varied.
“And having youngsters coming into the business
only adds to that because it means the company is
continuing to evolve.”
Site manager Callum Brady, who joined Tolent in
2009 as an apprentice grounds work operative, is
equally effusive.
“Being an apprentice gives you an insight into the
business from the bottom up,” says Callum, who works
out of Tolent’s Leeds base.
“Tolent is a brilliant company – it has always helped
me take the next step in my career.
“It helps you get to where you want to be, and for
apprentices and trainees on site, everyone is always
happy to help and provide advice,” continues Callum,
who previously studied a Construction and Project
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Management degree at university.
Such togetherness is emphasised by apprentice
joiner Jack Harrison, who joined Tolent upon leaving
school last year, and Jade Davison, a trainee turned
quantity surveyor, who has been with the company for
nine years.
“I enjoyed woodwork at school but when I started
with Tolent, I didn’t really know how to hold a hammer
properly,” says 16-year-old Jack, who splits time on site
with Tolent with CITB joinery apprenticeship studies at
Hartlepool College of Further Education.
“However, the people around me are so supportive
and the help I’ve received has been outstanding.
“I’ve seen such a change in myself over the last few
months,” adds Jack, who hopes to eventually move into
site management.
Jade adds: “Trainees are arguably some of the most
important people within construction; they may one
day be the managers, seniors and directors that future
trainees and businesses will come to rely on.”
The quantity surveying graduate is particularly well
positioned to talk about Tolent’s support for the next
generation, given she helps the company’s aspiring
quantity surveyors develop their skills and supports
workers to become members of the Royal Institution of
Chartered Surveyors.
“The time and support invested in trainees at this
stage could go a long way in shaping the future of
the industry,” says Jade, who is part of the National
Association of Women In Construction and mentors
schoolchildren on potential career avenues for The
Girls Network.
Another key facet in Tolent’s enduring skills
commitment is the PlanBEE project.
A unique higher apprenticeship programme
developed by Gateshead College and Newcastle’s
Ryder Architecture, it aims to inspire young people to
pursue a career in the built environment sector.
For Tolent, it has already borne great fruit, with
workers such as trainee site manager Luke Oldfield and
trainee engineers Owen Gallagher and Cody Sheriff
arriving at the company via the PlanBEE pathway.
“I was unsure about what I wanted to do when I left
sixth form, so I joined PlanBEE,” says Luke, who is now
studying a Construction and Engineering Management
degree at Northumbria University.
“I had been looking into architecture but after
having on-site experience, I became set on being a site
manager.
“I completed a four-month placement with Tolent in
April 2019 and in September was taken on full-time.

“Already I’ve been able to learn a wealth of
information from the project managers, supervisors and
labourers I work with, and for any aspiring trainee my
advice would be to ask as many questions as you can.”
Joiner’s son Owen, who hails from the west end of
Newcastle, echoes Luke’s positivity, saying PlanBEE’s
influence helped redirect his career path.
“I’d started studying a sports coaching degree at
Northumbria University, but found out quickly that it
wasn’t what I wanted to do,” reveals the 21-year-old.
“I was one of three out of 14 people to be taken on
through PlanBEE and I’m now studying a Construction

Pictured on
site, from left
to right, trainee
engineer Cody
Sheriff, trainee
site manager
Luke Oldfield
and trainee
engineer Owen
Gallagher. Note:
picture taken
before COVID-19
pandemic and
associated
social distancing
regulations

Management degree after finishing an HND.
“I hope to eventually go into site management.”
And Cody is similarly upbeat.
The 23-year-old had been working in the offshore
sector but, thanks to PlanBEE, is now excelling in the
construction industry.
“I didn’t really know what I wanted to do, but knew
I wanted to work somewhere in construction,” reveals
Cody, who lives in Hebburn.
“Through PlanBEE, I spent some time with Tolent,
and I knew straight away it was the right fit for me.
“I did a HND in Engineering and Management and
I’m now studying a Construction and Engineering
Management degree.
“I’m also working on Milburngate, which is a great
first project to be on.
He adds: “Working through the pandemic, I’ve been
given a lot more responsibility and I just want to keep
gaining more experience as an engineer and soak up as
much knowledge as I can.
“Tolent has been great with me and it’s fantastic to
work with such a supportive team.”

Tolent
-

Tolent started out
in 1983 as a small
business and
has grown into
one of the North
East’s biggest
construction
companies,
with regional
bases across
the country
that include its
headquarters in
Gateshead and
sites in Stockton,
Shotton Colliery
and Leeds.
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Delivering
the talent
to succeed
Launching the Build Back Better Council
last month, Prime Minister Boris Johnson
told delegates of his ambition to retain
Britain’s place as a “science superpower”,
bolster infrastructure and launch the
country’s green industrial revolution.
The venture, promises Downing Street,
will “unlock investment, boost job creation,
promote Global Britain and level up the
whole of the UK” by tapping into the
knowledge of its 30-strong membership,
whose expertise covers sectors from retail
and hospitality, to finance, science and
technology.
However, for his vision to become
a reality, the Prime Minister has been
warned immediate action is needed to
ensure England’s talent pool does not
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become arid.
The call comes from the Learning and
Work Institute, which, in a wide-ranging
blueprint, demands “urgent action to
tackle the youth employment crisis and
a higher ambition for education and
employment, benchmarked against the
world’s best”.
The organisation argues its plans, which
it says will cost an extra £4.6 billion a year,
mark an “investment that will ultimately
pay for itself”.
With National Apprenticeship Week
taking place this month – promoted
with the catchline ‘Build the Future’
– now would seem a perfect time for
a meaningful commitment to the next
generation.
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A NEW TRAIN

Words by Steven Hugill

OF THOUGHT
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As Boris Johnson sets his sights on recovering ground lost
during the COVID-19 pandemic through his ‘build back better’
programme, the Prime Minister has been told his plans risk failure
unless he takes immediate action to improve England’s skills
provision. With the Learning & Work Institute demanding radical
reforms to technical education, Steven Hugill speaks to two
North East business figures about what is needed to ensure talent
continues to roll off the production line.

4Ever wondered what became of Fatima?
Maybe she’s still pursuing her ballet dreams at the barre?
Perhaps she pirouetted into that cyber job, after all?
Fatima, you will recall, was the unfortunate ‘star’ of a shortlived – and much-criticised – Government-backed campaign last
year that urged people to ‘Rethink. Reskill. Reboot.’ and consider
alternative careers during the COVID-19 pandemic.
‘Fatima’s next job could be in cyber’, read the promotion,
followed by the rather menacing tagline ‘she just doesn’t know
it yet’.
That the campaign was pulled as quickly as it appeared
– Government ministers formed a queue with great haste to
condemn it – only served to reflect its incredible lack of tact.
As a PR exercise, it was a miserable failure.
However, where it did achieve some success was in lighting
a fresh fire under Downing Street and its priorities on ensuring
England’s conveyor belt of talent keeps rolling.
The message was loud and clear: the Government itself needs
to do some rethinking and rebooting.
To that end, ministers have taken some action.
In the days just before North East Times went to print, Gavin
Williamson was unveiling the Government’s Skills for Jobs White
Paper.
The Education Secretary says the plans will “transform post-16
education and training” by handing responsibility to colleges and
business groups to create regionally-tailored skills plans and by
giving employers a central role in designing technical courses.
Further initiatives such as the Kickstart Scheme – founded
with the aim of providing funding to employers to create job
placements for 16 to 24-year-olds on Universal Credit – and fresh
incentive payments for employers hiring apprentices, also point
to positive steps.
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But, say critics, such changes must form part of a wider, united
approach, rather than piecemeal efforts that – if not administered
effectively enough – run the risk of only adding extra complexity
to an already intricate system.
One organisation that subscribes to that school of thought is
the Learning and Work Institute.
Just a few weeks after the Fatima faux pas, the adult education
campaigning body was warning a million young people could be
locked out of education, employment or training because of the
COVID-19 pandemic.
Arguing such a situation would only “compound previous
shortfalls in education and employment support”, it unveiled the
hard-hitting ‘Unleashing Talent: Levelling up Opportunity for
Young People’ blueprint, which demands watershed action for
the benefit of England’s six million 16 to 24-year-olds.
Set across a decade, the report’s plans call for the creation of a
“world-leading education” system that will enable three quarters
of young people – as opposed to fewer than two-thirds presently
– to gain A-level equivalent qualifications by the time they are 25.
It also demands the introduction of a Youth Guarantee, to
ensure all young people are offered a job, training place or
apprenticeship, a widening of eligibility for the Kickstart Scheme
to young people not on benefits and says targets must be
realigned to ensure at least one in three young people enter into
an apprenticeship.
The study – from the Institute’s Youth Commission – also
argues for a rise in the minimum wage and a new Youth
Allowance in Universal Credit, which it says will help students
more easily combine work with learning.
It represents, says Sarah Glendinning, CBI North East director,
a very timely opportunity to avoid “robbing a generation of vital
early employer interactions”.
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“The Learning and Work Institute
is right to prioritise job creation, skills
training and opportunities for young
people as essential to the recovery,” she
tells North East Times.
“Unemployment must not be allowed to
scar the prospects of a generation.
“The Kickstart Scheme represents a
promising opportunity for young people
at risk of long-term unemployment to gain
important work experience.
“It is crucial then that participating
businesses receive application decisions
and detailed feedback promptly to ensure
as many young people as possible can
benefit from the scheme, and businesses
are supported to facilitate clear
progression routes to apprenticeships and
further education.”
Sarah finds support from Michelle
Rainbow, skills director at the North East
Local Enterprise Partnership (LEP), who
says the Learning and Work Institute’s
wish-list “would have a transformational
impact for our region.”
She says: “The report is a great

Outside in
Words by Michelle Rainbow,
skills director at North East Local
Enterprise Partnership

4“We need to be careful about
how we describe the impact of
COVID-19 to our young people.
“They have huge talent, are
much more digital savvy than our
existing workforce and the future
of work offers them huge
opportunities.
“Yes, we must acknowledge the
challenges but let’s talk about the
positives – the next generation are
one of business’ biggest strengths.”

summary of the challenges facing young
people and the blueprint for change offers
much commonality in thinking.
“Youth unemployment in the North East
is high and has historically been high,
although before the pandemic crisis this
was improving.
“If all of the interventions in this
blueprint for change were implemented, it
would have a transformational impact on
our region.
“It is crucial the Government and all of
the regional partners involved in delivery
pull together and think about how we
streamline and collaborate to make these
actions a reality.
“We also need to make it joined up and
seamless for young people transitioning
out of education into employment.
“It is imperative schemes such as
Kickstart, the improved apprenticeship
incentives, traineeships and T-levels are
implemented efficiently.”
Michelle is particularly well placed to
talk of such a united response.
The LEP’s Strategic Economic Plan,
which aims to create 100,000 more and
better jobs by 2024 across sectors such
as health and life science and advanced
manufacturing, and its Skills Advisory
Panel, a drive focused on identifying
current and future skills and market
needs, are both propelled by industry
leader collaboration.
She continues: “Without exception,
every single point (of the Learning and
Work Institute’s report) is something that
we have highlighted or are acting on.
“With that in mind, it would be
welcomed if the March Budget could
provide further flexibility to enable us
to better mould existing projects to the
needs of the North East.
“For example, we had a tremendous
response to Kickstart from employers,
but allowing sole directors and the selfemployed to also participate would better
suit our particular business demographic.”
Such pliability across the employment
environment is reiterated by Sarah, who,
through her role with CBI, is helping
support the LEP’s focus – spearheaded by
the North East Ambition programme – on

Outside in
Words by Sarah Glendinning,
director of CBI North East

4“In the years ahead, clear and
flexible pathways to higher level
skills will be key to building back
better and ensuring young people
can fulfil their potential.
“The creation of a high-quality
technical education route represents a vital opportunity to address
skills gaps across the economy
and widen progression to skilled
employment and higher-level study.
“The CBI is committed to working with the Government to ensure
new technical qualifications deliver
for firms and learners of all ages.”

ensuring all schools and colleges meet a
number of stringent benchmarks around
pupil progress and success by 2024.
She adds: “Introducing greater
flexibility into the apprenticeship levy
and offering adequate incentives for
firms can allow business to create more
opportunities for young people and help
school and college leavers get into work.
“Ensuring high-quality careers
education will be crucial to reducing the
long-term impacts of the pandemic on
youth unemployment, and we are pleased
to be supporting North East Ambition to
help schools and colleges to develop their
careers programmes.
“Furthermore, we are working in
collaboration with The Careers &
Enterprise Company to launch a platform
later this year to help businesses engage
with schools, which will help young
people make informed career choices and
prepare for the world of work.”
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Engineering a way
through the ranks

Photography by Christopher Owens
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Wilton Universal Group
Bill Scott
Feature

Bill Scott had once contemplated a career in the Royal
Navy, but after an on-court encounter with his basketball
coach, instead became an apprentice plater. The
experience began a journey that would eventually see
Bill co-found offshore energy, subsea and marine sector
operator Wilton Universal Group. Today, the firm is a titan
of Teesside’s business landscape, with chief executive
Bill continuing to use the lessons learned from his
apprenticeship to shape its future growth.
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Bill Scott

4As far as interview techniques go, it
was somewhat left field.
Bill Scott didn’t secure his first job in
an office, wearing a suit and nervously
drinking coffee as his future superiors
interrogated his skillset and career
ambitions.
He did so by tumbling –
unceremoniously – to the floor of a
basketball court.
Bill’s coach was an engineering boss
during the working week and used his
time nurturing Thornaby’s youngsters to
cast an eye on their employment potential
– and he liked what he saw with Bill.
“I didn’t think I was clever enough to
go to college or university, so I thought
about joining the Royal Navy,” says Bill,
explaining his early career aspirations.
“In those days, the behemothic ICI or
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www.wiltonengineering.co.uk

British Steel were the main employers.
“I actually went for an interview with
the former but was basically told to try
with the latter because my dad worked
there.
“I’d also half thought about being a chef
and had been offered a job with a hotel
before I’d left school, but my dad blocked
that as he wanted me to finish my studies.
“In the end, my break came from
basketball,” continues Bill.
“We were training one day, and I went
around the back of my coach – a guy
named Dick Thorpe, who owned TF
Group – to do a lay-up shot backwards.
“As I put my arm up, he chopped my
neck.
“I dropped to the floor like a bag of
potatoes but got up, ran back to defence
and after the game we shook hands.”

@BillScottWilton

Little did Bill know, but he’d just passed
an initiation process – Dick liked his
attitude and wanted to make the teenager
an apprentice plater.
“The next day, he phoned my dad to ask
how he felt about me potentially working
for him,” remembers Bill.
“My dad said, ‘I’ll send him down for an
interview’, but Dick told him not to bother
because he’d already done that the day
before.
“He said the fact I just got up and got
on with it meant I was the sort of person
he wanted working for him,” adds Bill.
Such level-headedness was, it quickly
turned out, to prove crucial for Bill.
He may have secured an
apprenticeship, but his initial foray wasn’t
without some early problems.
“I had no idea what a plater was,”
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laughs Bill.
“I remember my first day as clear as a
bell – I turned up with my bag and a flask
of coffee and asked to see the foreman.
“One of the lads told me to wait outside
his office; I was there for an hour.
“When he finally came to see me,
he just said, ‘follow me’ – there was no
induction or anything like that.
“He also told me in no uncertain terms
that I was there to make him money.”
A rather inauspicious start it may
have been, but it nevertheless served to
provide Bill with a solid grounding that
pushed him ahead of his peers.
He says: “It was a small company and a
case of me learning quickly.
“I began to second-guess what tools
the lads I was working with needed, and it
was a great learning experience.
“While other lads were still in training
school, learning how to bend pipes, I was
welding and machining parts.”
With his skills progressing and
knowledge growing on a daily basis, Bill
was then given a window into the world of
business ownership – an opportunity that
would prove crucial in his future founding
of Teesside’s Wilton Universal Group.
He says: “I must have been 17 or 18 and
the boss said, ‘get your tape measure and
a pad and pen, you’re coming with me to
a job on site’.
“He wanted me to assess how much
materials I’d need, and then come back
and work with a team to install it.
“We went in his big Range Rover and on
the way there, he stopped at a shop for a
can of Coke and a Mars Bar and pulled out
a massive roll of notes held together with
an elastic band.
“I asked him about it, and he told me,
‘if you knuckle down and get yourself in a

Bill Scott

Wilton Universal Group

position to start your own company, you
can do the same’.
“He also told me he had no doubt
I would be managing director of the
company one day.”
With his project complete, Bill
became increasingly integral to
operations despite his young age and
was handed responsibility for schemes
in Northumberland and a blast furnace
shutdown, which he says provided
essential insight into people management.
By this time, however, his progress was
garnering much attention.
“I was about 21 and got headhunted,”
he recalls.
“I didn’t know what a headhunter was
back then though – I thought the guy on
the line wanted my dad!
“I went for an interview and it morphed
into my first project, which entailed
building 120 modular units for an oil rig.”
The company courting Bill’s services
was Middlesbrough-based Hayden Moore
and it received a little more than it had
perhaps bargained for.
“I asked if I could see the plans for the
units, and where they planned to build
them,” says Bill.
“And then I told them it was impossible
because they needed somewhere ten
times the size of what they had.
“Before I’d got home, the phone had
rang to say I’d got the job and I was asked
to come back and meet the managing
director to explain the logistics needed for
the project.
“The company moved to larger
premises in Middlesbrough’s Snowdon
Road, the project was completed, and I
became production manager.”
Such was the strength of Bill’s
knowledge and reliability now, that
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he was promoted to the role of
quality manager soon after, becoming
responsible for compliance matters and
writing the procedure for offshore unit
installation.
He was even dispatched to the now
decommissioned Hutton TLP rig, based in
the North Sea half-way between Scotland
and Norway.
But when his bosses told him about an
office job, focused on dealing with issues
arising from offshore projects, he moved
on.
“Within a week another headhunter
rang me,” reveals Bill, who is patron of
Middlesbrough & Teesside Philanthropic
Foundation.
This time, his suitor was Hartlepoolbased TS Engineering and Bill helped the
business move from fabricating products,
such as brackets, to high pressure vessels
in a matter of months.
However, it was during this time
that Bill’s thoughts returned to the
conversation in his first boss’ Range Rover.
He wanted to go it alone.
Today, his Wilton venture, which sits
in 54 acres of land next to the River Tees
and in the shadows of Middlesbrough’s
Transporter Bridge, is known for
designing, manufacturing, coating and
loading out huge structures for the
offshore oil and gas, wind, subsea, marine
and decommissioning industries.
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Back on July 4, 1994, however, the
situation was an altogether different one.
Supported by co-founder Steve Glenn,
Bill launched Wilton into the market with
grand plans for growth.
The process to get to that stage,
though, was not without its travails.
Bill says: “I knew a lot about the
manufacturing and procedural side of
things and Steve – who I’d worked with in
the past – was hard working, honest and
knew a lot about production.
“But it was a struggle at first.
“We went to three banks with our
business plan and they all said the same
thing, ‘it’s too big – cut it in half and come

back’. We then went to Yorkshire Bank
and sat with the manager who read our
plans while looking at us over the top of
his glasses,” continues Bill.
“When he’d finished, he just said, ‘you
really want this, don’t you?’ When we said
yes, he asked, ‘enough to give me your
houses?’
“We had to give our houses up for a
£25,000 overdraft facility.
“Our wives were asked to go to the
bank to sign the forms and the manager
basically said to them, ‘this isn’t like
something off Coronation Street, if your
husbands cock this up, you will lose your
homes’.”

Wilton Universal Group
Bill Scott
Feature

That Bill is able to recount the events, with
a smile on his face, speaks volumes for the
business plan.
Wilton – which now includes Wilton
Engineering Services and Universal Coatings
– began on Middlesbrough’s Tees Commerce
Business Park, using space leased from LV
Shipping that itself was renting from another
operator.
“They allowed us to create a factory with
2000sq ft of space, which we could open up to
10,000sq ft,” says Bill.
“They would come in on a monthly basis to
see what space we were using, which really
helped us keep costs down.”
However, when Wilton took on the lease from
LV Shipping, and the price soon after increased,
Bill moved the business to Hartlepool, a switch
that provided larger premises for a reduced
outlay.
It also allowed the company to work with
firms such as the now departed heavy engineer
Heerema Fabrication Group.
Wilton spent eight years in Hartlepool,
before a “very fortuitous call” between Bill and
his accountant paved the way for a move to its
current Port Clarence base.
Swan Hunter, a name synonymous with North
East shipbuilding, was looking to offload its
Teesside site and Bill’s financial advisor secured
him a meeting with its then owner Jaap Kroese.
“He asked me why I wanted to buy the site
and I told him I wanted to build oil rigs and
subsea templates, and create an apprenticeship
school,” says Bill, who is now using his
experiences to mentor a number of SMEs in the
region.
“At that point, he reached out and told me to
shake his hand.
“He told me the site was mine, and that it
would be the best deal I’d ever complete.
“It was only when I was driving back down
from Newcastle that it dawned on me that I’d
agreed a deal without knowing the price or
telling my fellow directors – Steve Glenn, Paul
Johnson and Steven Pearson – I was meeting
Jaap in the first place.
“So I showed them the site and then took
them to a little café for a cup of tea and bacon
sandwich.
“I sat each of them down and said, ‘I’m going
to ask you a question, and the answer is a

simple yes or no – should we go for it?’
“They all said yes.”
Since then, the base has been home to
countless projects and a nursery ground
for talent, the latter a point of which Bill is
particularly proud.
After beginning his career as an apprentice,
Wilton has allowed Bill to close the circle and
provide the same opportunities to the next
generation that he was once afforded.
The business has great experience of hosting
school visits, wherein children – both boys
and girls, emphasises Bill – receive boardroom
presentations and site tours – and has a strong
alumnus of former apprentices who have gone
on to achieve much in their careers.
They include construction manager Graham
Brynn, who, having become the firm’s very first
apprentice as a 16-year-old, is now into his 28th
year with the company.
“My message to apprentices is always that
you can go down that route and be successful,”
says Bill.
“Apprenticeships are a fantastic opportunity;
what youngsters learn in those four years
carries through their entire lives, and we’ve
had many come here and go on to become big
managers in companies around the world.
“Apprentices are the life blood of any
company – they are, in the main, young and
energetic, with very little preconceived ideas,
which works really well when you get a chance
to work with someone to maximise their raw
talent and create something really special.
“Graham is a great example,” continues Bill.
“He has overseen a project with well over 500
men on it, including subcontractors, fronted a
number of projects overseas and been praised
by clients for his experience and attitude.
“He was also chosen by the company to
give the Duke of Gloucester a prism paper
weight – which depicted a subsea plough
he’d also managed – during a visit to mark our
25th anniversary in 2019.
“He has shown exactly what can be achieved
with the correct attitude, hard work and
leadership qualities – and all from starting as a
16-year-old straight from school.
“Apprenticeships really are a great base from
which to begin a career,” adds Bill.
“I’ve never had a day where I’ve been out of a
job, and that is because of my apprenticeship.”
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THE LAST WORD
Closing this month’s issue of North East Times, Josh Gill, chief executive and founder of Wynyard-based
Everflow Group, looks at the UK water market and the simple ways in which it can be improved for
customers, as well as the importance of community when launching a business.

www.everflowgroup.co.uk
@EverflowWater | @EverflowTech

You launched Everflow Water in 2015 with a blueprint to
offer low-cost water and have since grown thanks to greater
market competition in England and Scotland and a focus on
innovation. However, if you could choose one game-changing
policy that could revolutionise the utilities sector
and strengthen your position within it, what would it be?
From the beginning, we’ve been focused strongly on
technology and how we can use it to make things simpler for
customers – the utility market is quite complex usually.
One of the biggest barriers we’ve found in terms of being able
to completely automate the customer journey is the lack of smart
meters in the market.
If that were to change, I think that would remove the one big
barrier we encounter to fully automated customer journeys in
the water sector. About 90 per cent of the business market in
England is metered, and, of those, most are dumb meters. It is
changing in some regions, but it would be better if this was to be
mandated, with a clear timescale of when it had to change.
At the moment, it is all very piecemeal – there’s no pressure
from regulators to make the switch – and so the industry is at risk
of making things really difficult for customers, in terms of them
having significantly different experiences from one region of the
country to the next.
The data we would gain from smart meters would help us
in three ways. Firstly, it would make for really accurate billing.
Secondly, it would allow quick and easy switching, and, thirdly,
access to data can help us spot things like leakage, as well as
helping customers think more closely about water efficiency.
Why do you think this change would deliver great benefits?
For us, it’s the single biggest sticking point in terms of what we
can and can’t automate, because we simply don’t have the live
data we have in other parts of the business, and it’s impossible
to get that data because people don’t have smart meters. Take
COVID-19, for example. For us, the biggest challenge has been
getting meter readings, because premises aren’t accessible.
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If all meters were smart meters, we could see that nobody is
using water, so we wouldn’t bill them for it. As it stands, we’re
having to rely on estimates, which isn’t good for customer
experience – or for retailers, as we end up paying wholesalers for
fictional usage that we have no way to verify.
The reality is that, while we live in a country with plenty of
water, there are significant pressures around the big cities,
particularly London and the South East, where they have been
close to being without water. It’s only a matter of time before that
does happen.
As a business, you support community projects, such as
schools and children’s sports clubs, and commission wells in
countries with limited access to safe drinking water. Just how
integral are such ethical elements to your operations?
It’s absolutely vital and was one of things that was really
important when we set up the business – it wasn’t an add-on.
My view is that it is right that businesses make profits – we
live in a capitalist society and that’s the way to create wealth for
both people and growth – but we absolutely have to recognise
our responsibility as leaders to ensure we can give back to those
people who don’t have access to the same resources we do.
It’s always something we’re looking to build on, particularly
with projects closer to home. We have our scheme where we
build wells in Africa and Asia, and now we’re looking at projects
we can get involved with in the UK too.
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