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After relaunching the publication with a new
direction six months ago, and weathering another
national lockdown soon after, we are now looking
ahead to the next chapter for North East Times.

4The wheels of change were very much
in motion for North East Times when the
pandemic first impacted the North East
early last year.
And with projects put on hold, we
were given the unique opportunity to
stand back from the day-to-day and
reflect on our next chapter.
We committed our resources to a
rebrand and a new editorial direction at a
time when many businesses had become
risk averse.
This is because we believe in what we
do, and we believe in the future of print.
North East Times has become part of
the furniture of the regional business
community, and has been embraced by
partners, readers and advocates alike.
This also means we are accountable
for the viewpoints we share and the
stories we tell to the business community
we represent.
This is a huge privilege. And so, it got
us thinking.
As we plan for the next five years of
North East Times – we ask ourselves,
what do our readers want from us?
To gain a more insightful and informed
understanding of the direction we should
be going in, we recently worked with
Explain Market Research.
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Through a series of in-depth telephone
interviews, the Explain team spoke
to a cross-section of the business
community to develop a better view of
how North East Times is perceived in the
marketplace and identify opportunities
to improve, and any challenges we may
face.
This has of course been an invaluable
exercise and will pave the way for both
our short and long-term strategy.
As we plan for the next five years, I
want to take this opportunity to reflect
on and share a few of the learnings we
have taken away from the research.
Adapting to a digital age
Is digital the future? Can print and digital
work in harmony?
Of course, we have always been aware
of an ever-changing digital landscape
but are now more attuned than ever
to the demand for digital content and
advertising.
The last twelve months have been an
opportunity to explore change and, in
the absence of face-to-face interaction,
consider new ways of communicating
with your market.
Although we have often wavered in the
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grey area between advocating print and
embracing digital, the market research
has highlighted that we are ultimately
falling behind expectations.
And, even though the tangible
publication has been valued more
than ever in the past year, there is an
increasing demand for reactive, real-time
content.
The website was redeveloped four
years ago to bolster the print product,
and our digital channels were exclusively
tasked with strengthing our print
offering.
Now, in an increasingly digital age,
we have the potential to deliver an
immersive experience.
So, as we’ve hinted to, we are working
hard behind the scenes to deliver on the
changing demand for digital. Stay tuned!
Changing perceptions
North East Times has an established
heritage in the region and has been
printed in many guises since 1981.
This legacy is something we only ever
wish to build on, but while we will always
stay true to our roots, it has become
increasingly evident that we need to
carve out a new space for North

East Times.
To once again raise the bar for regional
print.
This was the motivation behind our
rebrand, which we’re delighted to say has
been well received by our readers and
advertisers.
The new North East Times is more
attractive and progressive than it has
ever been, and we have never been
more committed to delivering engaging,
informative and intuitive business
content.
Business in all senses of the word.
Entrepreneurs, challengers, thinkers,
leaders, disruptors, game-changers.
In January, our business journalist
Richard Dawson said the North East
needed regionally focused, independent
business journalism more than ever, and
that being able to interview the people
who are changing the region for the
better has never been more important.
I think there’s no better way to say it.
Building lasting relationships
We now know more than ever the
importance of building authentic and
honest relationships with our clients.
There were some viewpoints in

the market research that highlighted
transactional communication and
account management from us in the past.
We want to address this moving
forward by offering a more rounded
advertising service to our clients, one
that complements in-house marketing
and PR resources.
The traditional print advertising model
is now extinct and as we embark on
our next chapter, we need to ensure we
strengthen the team to deliver impactful
marketing solutions that demonstrate
return on investment.
This is ultimately only the beginning
for us, and we will continue to evolve in
response to the changing needs of the
marketplace.
We are incredibly grateful for the
support and advocacy of the North
East business community, and if we can
support your marketing objectives across
our multi-channelled offering – please
don’t hesitate to get in touch.
A huge thank you to the team at
Explain Market Research for your support
on the project.

Chloe Holmes
Partnership & marketing manager
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Editor’s word

Editor’s word
The recent furore around the self-serving exploits of England’s ‘big six’ football
clubs gives Steven Hugill cause to think about the power of people and how, with
unity, we can achieve so much…

4I had planned to use this month’s
column to gleefully dismantle the
conceited attempts by England’s socalled ‘big six’ football clubs to form a
breakaway European Super League.
However, with their cartel – which
also included Italian and Spanish teams
– having been blown away like a house
of cards in a hurricane last month,
following huge protestations across
society’s rich spectrum, the subsequent
reaction has done a lot of the talking on
my behalf.
So, I thought I’d channel the spirit
of the fans and the pundits, the
players, the managers, and the elected
ministers who stuck the collective
boot in and look at the value of people
power in our current landscape.
Specifically, how coming together as
one can deliver tangible difference.
We need look no further than the
COVID-19 pandemic – if indeed we’ve
looked anywhere else for the past 14
months or so – to see the impact unity
can bring, from ensuring the welfare
of loved ones to transforming our
working habits to keep the commercial
environment moving.
And it’s a theme that is reflected in

this month’s issue, perhaps no better so
than in our bumper Teesside Freeport
Forum coverage.
Held as a virtual roundtable last
month in conjunction with City A.M.,
alongside our partners Deloitte, Esh
Group, Jackson Hogg, PD Ports and
Womble Bond Dickinson, it brought
together individuals from across the
local and national business landscape
to discuss the potential of the new
trading hub.
And, in the spirit of such a united
approach, it looked in detail at how the
freeport, although based in Teesside,
stands ready to afford multiple benefits
for the entire North East.
Our other main features also carry
the same principle.
Walk around Fenwick’s Newcastle
department store and you quickly
realise not a thing stands out of place.
Such meticulousness is, of course, no
accident, but the result of a close-knit
team’s endeavours to re-launch the
outlet following its imposed trading
hiatus.
Chief executive John Edgar – the
first person I was able to interview
face-to-face since early March last

year because of COVID-19 restrictions
– champions their efforts in the feature
we carry with him in this edition, while
also revealing some exciting plans for
the company’s Northumberland Street
base.
Someone else providing much
advocation in this month’s magazine
is Dinis Sousa, the new principal
conductor of Sage Gateshead-based
Royal Northern Sinfonia.
The central figure that literally
unites musicians for the benefit of
the Sinfonia’s – at present – virtual
audience, he reveals his passion for
music, how he hopes to draw more
people together culturally and why
the North East, and particularly Sage
Gateshead, is envied the country over.
Elsewhere, we showcase the story of
Jamie Cooke, who joined forces with
business partner Ben Ridgway a little
over a decade ago to form property
business iamsold, which is now using
modern methods to further bring
auction into the mainstream.
I hope you enjoy this issue.
Steven
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Words by Steven Hugill

The COVID-19 pandemic has altered all aspects of
society, not least the retail sector, which has been
buffeted by enforced closures and accompanying
economic uncertainty.

Words by Richard Dawson

Such is the nature of capital accumulation that new
financial paradigms rise and fall at a sometimes
dizzying rate.

Words by Dame Irene Hays

In what has been a rollercoaster year for the tourism sector
amid the COVID-19 pandemic, the travel agent has been
an ever-present in fighting the customer’s corner, whether
they have needed to repatriate, rebook holidays, or push
for refunds on cancelled trips.
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A window into a new
world

SPACS: A new financial
phenomenon

Getting the UK back
on holiday
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Making an auction house
a home

The round table #2

Words by Richard Dawson

Would you sell your property by auction? It’s a
question many homeowners never really think about
– they just engage their local estate agent and let
them take care of the rest.

Words by Steven Hugill

When Chancellor Rishi Sunak awarded Teesside
freeport status in his March Budget, it marked a
seminal moment for the area’s industrial landscape,
which promises to deliver seismic economic and
employment change.

Words by Colin Young

The new principal conductor of the Royal Northern
Sinfonia is Dinis Sousa. The appointment fulfils a lifetime
ambition for the 35-year-old, who first heard the Sage
Gateshead-based orchestra perform at the Casa da Musica
in his home city of Porto...
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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.

Mura Technology reveals “game-changing” Dow plastics partnership
Recycling
A Teesside recycling firm behind a
“revolutionary” new factory has vowed to
roll out “game-changing” services after
partnering with an international operator.
Mura Technology is working alongside
Dow.
Bosses say the agreement will
support the rapid introduction of Mura’s
hydrothermal plastic recycling process,
known as HydroPRS, which they claim
will stop millions of tonnes of plastic and
carbon entering the environment every
year and create new manufacturing
stocks for a sustainable, circular plastics
economy.
Confirmation of the alliance comes
after Mura revealed earlier this year that
it had started work on a factory at Wilton,
near Redcar.
According to its plans, the site is
expected to start operations in 2022, with
officials revealing it will have capacity
to annually process 80,000 tonnes of
previously unrecyclable plastic waste.
As part of its deal with Dow, bosses say
the factory will provide the operator with
recycled stocks that will be supplied to
brands around the world as sustainable
plastic products.
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Hailing its new partnership, Dr Steve
Mahon, Mura chief executive, said:
“Plastic pollution is a global challenge,
and our goal is to meet it head on by
recapturing millions of tonnes of plastic
waste every year and putting them to
work again as a valuable resource for the
world’s biggest brands.
“We’re changing the way the world
thinks about plastics – not as something
to throw away, but as a product that
can be used over and over again, and
sustainably, without damaging our natural
environment.
“Our partnership with Dow will help
make this a reality for global brands
and deliver a circular plastics economy
globally within the next decade.”
Carsten Larsen, commercial director
plastic circularity EMEA & APAC at Dow
Packaging and Specialty Plastics, added:
“We are delighted to offer our investment
and expertise to support the development
of this truly game-changing recycling
process.
“We are committed to enacting real
change to stop plastic going to waste and
accelerate moves towards a more circular
economy.”

Water operator working on
pioneering fuel project
Utilities

A water supplier has secured
£225,000 funding to bolster
work on next-generation fuel
development.
Northumbrian Water is
spearheading a project aimed at
turning ammonia from waste into
green fuel.
Bosses say the endeavour,
described as an industry first, will
recover ammonia in wastewater
and directly convert it into green
hydrogen for use in vehicles.
The business, based in Pity Me,
on the outskirts of Durham City,
is leading the project alongside
partners at Organics Group,
Anglian Water Services Ltd,
Cranfield University, Warwick
University and Wood Group UK
Ltd.
Angela MacOscar, head of
innovation at Northumbrian
Water Group, said: “This project
will drive us towards our net zero
targets.
“However, not only will it help
us achieve zero emissions, but it
will also improve the ecological
status of our rivers.”
The firm secured the funding
thanks to a winning bid in an
innovation competition run by
regulator OFWAT.
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Bloom aims to flower after
£14 million BGF support
Investment
A procurement firm has
pledged to “rapidly scale and
create a great case study for
entrepreneurship and growth in
the North East” after securing £14
million support.
Bloom Procurement Services
has been backed by growth
capital investor BGF.

Bosses say Gatesheadheadquartered Bloom is
the UK’s only public sector
procurement marketplace,
offering an end-to-end managed
service procurement solution.
Founded in 2011 by executive
chairman Adam Jacobs, they
say its services enable public
sector buyers to compliantly and
transparently award public sector
contracts and achieve significant
savings.
To date, it has managed more
than 7500 projects, with a value
of £800 million, across all parts of
the public sector.
Adam [pictured] said: “BGF
stood out as the investment
partner for us at this stage in our
development.
“The team demonstrated
a good understanding of our
business and market and have a
clear track record of successful
investments in a similar space.”

Express Engineering opens
£3.5 million test centre

University forms Japanese life
sciences partnership

Manufacturing

Bioscience

A subsea sector manufacturing firm says it
is well placed for expansion after opening
a £3.5 million assembly and test centre.
Express Engineering says its new
Gateshead investment will “contribute
to continued development in key global
markets and improve the level of support
to customers”.
Chris Thompson, chairman of Express
Engineering, which supplies products
including connection and protection
systems, said: “We have a healthy order
book for 2021 and anticipate significant
market sector growth in the next three
years.
“The new centre positions us strongly
for further expansion and success.”

A university has forged new Asian links
it says will strengthen the Tees Valley’s
reputation as a global life science hub.
Representatives from Teesside
University’s Darlington-based
National Horizons Centre and
Japan’s Shonan Health Innovation
Park have signed a memorandum of
understanding that commits the two
organisations to a relationship based on
the development of shared goals across
bioscience innovation.
Dr Jen Vanderhoven, director of the
National Horizons Centre, said: “Our
two organisations are both working to
create vibrant, collaborative ecosystems
and bridge the gap between academic
research and industry practice.”

Marianne unveiled as new theatre boss
Culture
Newcastle Theatre Royal Trust has appointed a new
chief executive.
Marianne Locatori will join the Grey Street-based
operator in October, succeeding the retiring Philip
Bernays.
“It will be a privilege to lead this successful
and important cultural organisation in what
is such a fantastic city,” said Marianne, who
is currently director of strategic projects
at Theatre Royal Plymouth.
Nick Swales, chair of the board at
Newcastle Theatre Royal Trust, added: “Marianne
brings a wealth of valuable experience, which,
alongside her drive, passion and determination,
makes her absolutely the right person to take
Newcastle Theatre Royal forward.”
17

Business
Briefing_

Wave Direct on growth trail
after funding support
Investment

JDR connects to new French
wind farm development
Manufacturing
A North East subsea cable supplier has
secured a contract to support one of
France’s largest floating offshore wind
farms.
Hartlepool-based JDR will design,
make and ship cables to the Leucate
development.
Bosses say the demonstration wind
farm will feature three turbines, which
will be connected to the shore via
JDR’s apparatus.
Cable manufacturing is expected to
be carried out in 2022, with shipments
delivered in the same year.
Wojtek Skoczylas, JDR’s chief sales
officer, said: “The floating offshore
wind market is accelerating at a rapid
pace.”

A hot tub supplier has its eyes
on international success after
securing a multi-million-pound
investment.
Newcastle’s Wave Direct says
it will roll out “an ambitious
business plan for the next few
years” following Growth Partner’s
acquisition of a significant
minority stake in the business.
The investment comes after the
success of the firm’s first product
category Wave Spas, which
achieved £10 million UK sales in
2020. Tom Jeffrey, Wave Direct
co-founder, said: “With Growth
Partner’s help, we are more ready
than ever to upscale our product
development plans and expand
across the globe.”
Alex Marsh, Growth Partner
investment director, added: “We
are delighted to be working with
Wave Direct as they scale up.”

Press On Vinyl sets out to record
expansion
Manufacturing
A vinyl record-making company has
vowed to create jobs after moving to a
new base.
Press On Vinyl says it will triple its
existing ten-strong workforce by the
end of the year following a switch
to Middlesbrough’s Tees Advanced
Manufacturing Park.
Speaking about its new home,
which has provided space for what is
believed to be the North of England’s
first-ever vinyl record manufacturing
plant, co-founding director Danny Lowe
said: “Not many towns or cities across
the world have access to their own
local vinyl pressing plant.”

Approval for fresh Integra 61 scheme
Development

Recycling boss makes
hospitality sector plea
Environment
A waste management boss has called
on the hospitality sector to improve
food waste practices amid tougher
Government carbon targets.
Paul Palmer, director of Gap
Organics, part of Gateshead recycling
and logistics business GAP Group
North East, says restaurants, pubs and
other commercial enterprises must
seek better ways of processing waste
food as they emerge from the latest
COVID-19 lockdown.
He said: “By recycling a single tonne
of food waste, emissions of up to the
equivalent of one tonne of carbon
dioxide are avoided.”
18

Plans have been approved for a new industrial hub at a £300 million development.
Durham County Council has rubberstamped Citrus Durham’s application to create the
Evolution@Integra61 trading estate off the A1 (M) near Bowburn.
Officials say the venture will feature 23 units totalling more than 50,000sq ft and add
to the existing Integra 61 site that already includes a huge Amazon warehouse.
David Cullingford, project lead for Integra 61 and Citrus Durham, said: “We are
confident this will not only support regional occupiers but also provide an influx of jobs
to boost the local economy.”
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News you may have missed
Manufacturing

4Britishvolt drives on with
site deal

Cell Pack Solutions looks to power on following acquisition
Manufacturing
A custom battery pack maker is powering up job plans after completing a deal for an
East Anglian operator.
Cell Pack Solutions has taken on Deben Group Industries’ Tracer Power battery
division. Bosses say the acquisition means the South Shields-based firm now has
customers in more than 30 countries.
They also say it has bolstered the company’s portfolio, which now includes
rechargeable lithium polymer, lithium iron phosphate and lithium-ion battery packs that
are used by emergency services and the film and television industries.
Eddie Czestochowski, managing director and founder, said: “This is not the first time
we have grown by acquisition and it’s probably not the last time.
“We expect to increase our workforce and strengthen our team across all
departments.”

Architectural duo building for
future after buy-out
Architecture
An architectural duo have launched a new
practice after completing a buy-out.
George Musson and Victoria Brown are
leading Jesmond-based Musson Brown
Architects after taking on Squires Barnett
Architects. George joined Squires Barnett
in 2012, with partner Victoria joining him
in 2019.
“Realising our ambition as a forwardthinking architecture firm is very
rewarding,” said George, who is a
Newcastle University architecture
graduate. “Victoria and I have led some
award-winning domestic projects and
small boutique residential developments
over the last few years, and the time is
right for the next chapter in our journey as
Musson Brown Architects.”
Victoria added: “We bring creativity
and a passion for the very best design and
deliver it in a professional but personal
manner. We are a client’s confidant
throughout a project.”

A company behind plans to build
a £2.6 billion, 3000-job North East
automotive battery production
plant says its vision has moved a
step closer to reality after it secured
ownership of a base.
Britishvolt has taken on the
former Blyth Power Station site, in
Northumberland.
Bosses say it means the firm is
primed to start building its factory
later this year, ahead of commercial
production beginning in late 2023.
When at full capacity in 2027, the
company says the site will produce
enough battery cells for up to
300,000 vehicles every year.

Utilities

4Jobs plan as One Utility Bill
secures £1.6 million backing
A utilities bill payment solutions
provider aims to create more than 40
jobs after completing a second round
of fundraising inside 12 months.
One Utility Bill says it wants new
staff to help “further accelerate
customer growth” following £1.6
million backing.
The support – led by incumbent
investor DSW Ventures, alongside
the North East Innovation Fund,
supported by the European Regional
Development Fund and managed
by Northstar Ventures – follows
previous financial support and means
the Newcastle business has raised
around £5 million over the last year.

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

Government raises
hopes of foreign travel
take-off

Dame Irene Hays

Words by Dame Irene Hays
Owner of Hays Travel

Travel
Normally, by this time of year,
households the region over would
have their summer trips abroad
marked up in diary pages.
Not this time around, though.
As the COVID-19 pandemic
continues to evolve globally, plans
– for the great majority – remain
somewhat unclear.
But the situation is changing.
Last month, Transport Secretary
Grant Shapps offered hope to
millions when he said people in
England could start thinking again
about sun-kissed trips away from
May 17 at the earliest.
To make such a vision reality,
the Government has introduced a
traffic light system, which grades
countries on their COVID-19 risk
status.
The terms of Downing Street’s
plans mean passengers travelling
back from a ‘green’ country –
deemed the lowest risk territories
– must undergo coronavirus testing
before leaving and upon their
return.
The legislation further stipulates
those visiting nations in the ‘amber’
bracket must quarantine for ten
days, take a pre-departure test,
and undergo two tests upon their
return.
Holidaymakers in ‘red’ countries
must spend ten days in a managed
quarantine hotel – at their own
expense – participate in a predeparture test and undertake two
subsequent tests at the end of their
trip.
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Getting the UK back on holiday
In what has been a rollercoaster year for the tourism sector amid the COVID-19
pandemic, the travel agent has been an ever-present in fighting the customer’s corner,
whether they have needed to repatriate, rebook holidays, or push for refunds on cancelled
trips. Here, Dame Irene Hays, owner of Sunderland-headquartered Hays Travel, which
is the UK’s largest independent travel agent, explains what’s next for those desperate for
a holiday.

4Now that the Government has said it’s
OK to book a holiday, our shops have reopened and the vaccine rollout has been
so successful, the travel industry is finally
beginning to think it’s time to prepare for
a comeback.
Indeed, such is the change in situation
that Transport Secretary Grant Schapps
previously said: “This is the probably the
first time I can say I’m not advising people
not to book to go away this summer
– we’ll have a list of countries – green,
amber and red – and people are going to
be able to make their own decisions.”
So, we are more optimistic now than
we’ve ever been that people who want to
travel safely can book holidays again as
the whole country eases out of lockdown.
Our phones are ringing, online is really
busy, and the shops have had queues

outside too.
The numbers of bookings at the
moment are nothing like normal of
course, but where there are fantastic
offers – such as the fabulous round Britain
luxury cruises from May onwards –
they’re being snapped up.
Like any reputable travel agent, we are
here to look after our customers to help
them follow the Government’s advice
and find the holiday they want, when and
where it’s safe to go.
And we can advise on guarantees
like our Peace of Mind Guarantee and
insurance to cover all eventualities should
things change again.
So, we’re ready, with plenty of choice
and plenty of support on hand, to get
holidaymakers on their way again and
wish them bon voyage.

Guest contributor

Sarah Glendinning

‘Re-think needed for Government revival to succeed’
Business
With the UK’s COVID-19
death rate having
dropped markedly as the
vaccine rollout continues
at pace, and society
beginning to emerge from
its coronavirus cocoon,
sentiment is – albeit very
slowly – improving.
But as we voyage
along the roadmap to
recovery, thoughts have
turned to the potential
bumps in the road and

the best ways to navigate
around them.
A key area in making
any revival tangible for
the entire population is
to ensure the levellingup agenda becomes
reality, rather than simply
Westminster rhetoric.
The point was made
in a recent Industrial
Strategy Council report,
wherein the independent
advisory body warned

the Government must
deliver a “comprehensive
reorientation of (its)
approach to levelling-up”
It also said the overall
blueprint requires a
“clear vision, strong
local leadership and
appropriate powers,”
adding “place-specific
strategies are needed
to effectively drive local
economic growth in
different contexts”.

Words by Sarah Glendinning
Director, CBI North East

Partnership the key to urban revival
and levelling-up
As the UK seeks a return to some kind of normality following the COVID-19 pandemic,
Sarah Glendinning, CBI North East director, looks at how the country must rebuild,
and highlights why the realisation of the Government’s levelling-up agenda will be a key
component in any plans.

4With the vaccine rollout progressing,
infection rates falling and the economy
opening up, we are making great strides
along the road to recovery.
But this is the time to be asking
ourselves: ‘what do we want that recovery
to look like?’
Simply restoring old norms is not
enough. We must aspire to do better, and
to be better.
To draw upon the North East’s traditional
strengths to shape a new future; an
economy, and a society, which is greener
and fairer than what has gone before. The
CBI’s recent Urban Revival conference
heard a lot about this, with leading figures

from enterprise and civic society uniting to
share ideas and aspirations for rebuilding.
And a key consensus emerged; a
genuine and enduring recovery, which
at last turns levelling-up from slogan to
reality, will only be achieved through
partnership.
The Government and business each
have a major role to play – and neither can
truly succeed without the other.
It will be up to government – local
and national – to lay the foundations
by building roads, schools, houses and
hospitals, delivering on broadband pledges
and ensuring the trains and buses run
on time. But it will then be incumbent

upon business to breathe life into these
communities. It is businesses that will
create the jobs and opportunities which
enable growth and progress.
The CBI talks often about how business
can serve as a force for good. We have
seen it throughout the pandemic, with
firms pivoting operations to tackle PPE and
ventilator shortages, or support workers
struggling under the strain.
But the North East is peppered with
firms which go even further.
Take Mark Thompson, of Ryder
Architecture, for example.
Mark sits on the CBI’s North East
council, serving as a voice for businesses
across the region.
He began his career in Newcastle in
shipbuilding, but since the industry’s
decline, has remained a staunch defender
of the city and region.
He has invested in amazing projects for
years, pioneering everything from hospitals
to schools and research labs.
Look too at Legal & General, a firm with
a proud history in the region.
They began as a small group of lawyers
investing £20,000 in the Stockton and
Hartlepool Railway – and more than 150
years later, they are still investing and
collaborating in the area.
Most recently, they were behind a
project to convert the old Newcastle
Brown Ale brewery – and before it the site
of a coal mine – into the 24-acre, £350
million Newcastle Helix, which features
offices, research labs, new homes and
study space.
They did this working alongside
Newcastle City Council and Newcastle
University, a tangible example of
partnership leading a major rebuilding
project, which enhances a city and the
lives of people who live there.
This signposts our way forward
and highlights how partnerships add
momentum to urban revival – a tide that
raises all boats. Success then becomes
self-fulfilling – generating impetus and
investment and regeneration.
That is how true prosperity is created,
and how levelling-up at last turns from
aspiration to reality.
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SPACS: A new financial phenomenon
Will the SPAC boom
come to the UK?
The Financial Conduct Authority
(FCA) is to issue formal guidance
on amendments to UK listing rules
to encourage more special purpose
acquisition companies (SPACs) to
list on the London Stock Exchange.
Currently a mostly US
phenomenon, the SPAC market has
grown exponentially over the last
two years as a faster alternative to
a traditional initial public offering.
The FCA’s update follows
publication of a review by Lord Hill,
which recommended easing rules
so that UK capital markets remain
internationally competitive.
An FCA spokesperson said: “Our
proposals will help to ensure that
SPACs operate within a framework
of high regulatory standards and
oversight.”
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Such is the nature of capital accumulation that new financial paradigms rise and fall at
a sometimes dizzying rate. Special purpose acquisition companies are currently flavour
of the month for investors looking for big returns and growth companies looking to go
public quickly. Richard Dawson asks Grace Capital’s Graeme Summers and EY’s
Mark Allcroft whether they will stand the test of time.

Words by Richard Dawson

4Love them or loathe them, financial
markets are incredibly good at coming up
with new and innovative ways of making
money.
The latest example is the special
purchase acquisition company (SPAC),
which has taken the mergers and
acquisitions world by storm in recent
months.
Deals involving SPACs raised
$157 billion in 2020 and already in 2021
have raised a staggering $170 billion.
The same figure for 2019 was just
$40 billion, putting the current boom into
context.
Most of these deals are taking place in
the United States, where so far this year
SPACs have raised funds equal to 76 per
cent of the total equity raised by initial
public offerings (IPOs).
The SPAC is described as an alternative

to the traditional IPO, and it is from this
comparison that our understanding of
them can really grow.
If a high-growth, well-managed
business wants to raise funds to fuel its
ambitions, there are any one of a number
of things it can do.
If the executive team is prepared to
part with shares in the company to get
the cash, then they can either take private
equity investment or take the company
public on the capital markets.
Most of those who go for the public
option will do it through a traditional
IPO, where they find an investment bank
to underwrite and execute the flotation,
put together a prospectus to present
to potential investors and decide on a
valuation and pricing strategy ahead of
the public float.
Naturally, there is a lot of due diligence
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and regulation involved in doing things
this way, which have time and cost
pressures attached to them.
And, while the IPO is still the most welltrodden path, it is not without its risks –
just look at what happened to online food
delivery company Deliveroo recently.
Another option is to merge with
a SPAC, and this has become a very
attractive alternative in the last year.
A SPAC is a newly incorporated
company that lists on the capital markets
for the purpose of raising capital and
finding a company to acquire.
SPACs are typically headed up by
hedge fund managers or experienced
finance professionals with a proven track
record of delivering returns for investors.
The hedge fund managers act as the
‘sponsor’ of the SPAC and are responsible
for identifying a ‘target’ company to
acquire.
That target company is the high-growth
business that is looking to go public
quickly.
Once capital has been raised and the
right business identified, the SPAC then
merges with the target company, enabling
the latter to go public without having to
go through the usual IPO process.
The benefit to investors is that their
shares can go up significantly in value
following the merger, while for the target
company the benefit is an expedited
process and certainty of cash.
As a North East example, EV battery
start-up company Britishvolt has said it
is looking to go public via a SPAC in the
USA, so the process here would be as
follows.
Britishvolt merges with a SPAC that has
raised equal to, or in excess of, the
£2.6 billion it needs to get its Blyth factory
operational, thus enabling it to deliver on
its promises.
Meanwhile, investors in the SPAC gain
a shareholding in the UK’s first gigaplant
and the potential for significant returns.
It sounds very simple and indeed that is
part of the SPAC’s appeal.
But as with any new paradigm that
becomes the source of such frenzied
market activity, it carries its own risks.
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“It is true, SPACs are seen as a faster
alternative than IPOs for various reasons,
but they are not without their own risks,”
confirms Mark Allcroft, strategy and
transactions partner at EY.
“Due to the nature of the transaction
with a SPAC, the traditional underwriter
due diligence is not performed for the
target merger transaction, leading to the
potential for a fast track compared to a
traditional IPO.
“However, a target company’s
readiness to operate as a public company,
along with the associated reporting
requirements, is often cited as a reason
for delay in the timing of transactions.
“Additionally, a target company can
generally include projections of future
financial information to aid in the
marketing of the transaction, which is not
permitted in traditional IPOs.
“This practice can lead to potentially
overly optimistic projections, which have

been the subject of recent short-seller
activity.”
For Graeme Summers, managing
director at Grace Capital Partners, the
current SPAC boom is an indication that
markets are running hotter than they have
for a very long time.
He says: “Stock markets around the
world have recovered strongly from the
coronavirus crash last year.
“When markets and investors are
in a bullish mood like this, supposed
new paradigms tend to come to the
fore. SPACs appear to be one such
phenomenon.
“In reality, SPACs are not dissimilar to
the cash shells of the dotcom boom of the
late 1990s.”
Cash shells, or so-called blank
cheque companies, have been around
for a long time and share the same
basic characteristics of the SPAC in
that investors pour money into an
acquisition company, which then tries
to find a business that has enough
growth potential to generate a return on
investment.
The difference with SPACs is the scale
of some of the transactions that are taking
place.
South East Asian ride-hailing firm
Grab is set to become the world’s largest
SPAC acquisition, merging with Altimeter
Growth Corporation at a value of nearly
$40 billion.
Amid reports that more SPAC
transactions are to take place here in the
UK and across Europe, Graeme believes
the traditional IPO will continue to be
the preferred route, with SPACs simply
finding their home within the mergers and
acquisition space.
He says: “Like most new phenomena,
there will undoubtedly be a flurry of
interest in SPACs in the UK and Europe, as
there has been in the USA.
“But there is a reason why the
traditional IPO has stood the test of time
and my view is that this will continue to
be the preferred path for most highquality growth companies that want to
access capital from blue-chip institutional
investors.”
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Building a stronger future
With more than 20 years’ experience of providing residential building and estate
management, Kingston Property Services is firmly ensconced as a trusted and valued
residential sector partner across the North East. But, as Steven Hugill finds out, plans are in
place for the operator – which is part of Bernicia Group – to bolster its standing yet further.
www.kingstonpropertyservices.co.uk
@BerniciaGroup

Kingston
Property
Services
-

Operating across
a footprint that
stretches from
Northumberland
to North
Yorkshire,
Kingston
Property Services
works with clients
on hundreds of
developments.
It is part of
Bernicia Group,
which provides
a range of social
and commercial
property
management
and maintenance
services to more
than 30,000
households
across the North
East.
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IF, AS THE PROVERB SAYS, AN ENGLISHMAN’S
home is his castle, then Kingston Property Services
is ideally placed to ensure people lead safe and
comfortable lives.
After all, its back story links to a real bastion of
security in the region – Bamburgh Castle.
Back in the sixth century, the ruling Bernician elite
– whose kingdom covered Northumberland, Durham
and a pocket of South East Scotland – built the first
incarnation of the famed coastal fortress.
Today, as a crucial component in Ashingtonheadquartered housing association Bernicia Group,
Kingston Property Services, based on Newcastle’s
Kingston Park, covers the entirety of the North East
and beyond – just as its parent company’s namesake
once did – providing trusted and valued management
that guarantees residents are safe in their respective
castles.
Block and estate management, communal
landscaping services, building safety and service
charge collections to name just a few services, as
well as the sales and lettings operator Living Spaces –
which is a trading division alongside Kingston Property
Services under the Bernicia Commercial banner – mean
its scale of delivery is vast.
“The majority of our work has, over the last 20 years,
been block management,” says Colin Ord, director at
Bernicia Commercial.
“Managing blocks of flats is our forte; it has been,
and continues to be, the main bulk of our work.
“If there is an issue to be resolved, we work with
residents to ensure it is put right quickly and efficiently.
“Furthermore, we are qualified members of the
ARMA-Q regulatory body, which means we are
recognised for delivering highly professional standards,
as well as being very accountable and transparent.
“We are a big player in the field, especially in the
North East.

“In addition, Living Spaces works as a traditional
estate agency and provides property management
services to private landlords on hundreds of properties,
in the process providing us with an ever-increasing
foothold in the sales and lettings market.”
But, reveals Colin, its breadth of service is set to
expand further still, with plans in place to strengthen
Kingston Property Services’ existing support for the
maintenance of green spaces on new build housing
developments.
As local authorities reduce the number of new sites
they adopt for upkeep, Kingston Property Services’
market traction continues to increase, which Colin says
will be bolstered by the creation of a new division to be
known as Open Spaces.
Focused solely on estates’ landscaping, he says a
number of jobs will be created, with specialists working
on specific developments to ensure continuous and
efficient service.
“We are seeing the estates management side of
things really come up on the rails,” says Colin, who,
prior to his role with Kingston Property Services,
enjoyed a successful career in retail and business
banking with Barclays.
“It is a very important provision, and we work with
developers of all sizes; they like that we are a North
East business and that we are very approachable,
honest and have a proven and strong reputation.
“We have significant proposed business and are very
much planning for future growth, which will be helped
by Open Spaces.
“It will look after new build estate management,
with Kingston Property Services continuing to assume
responsibility for the areas it always has, such as block
management.
“It is a long-term plan and we’re looking at taking on
around 20 people at the moment, though the figure will
be dictated to some extent by the number and timing
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of developments coming into management.”
Colin continues: “We will be employing people from
the North East and they will be specialists, who will
each focus on specific developments and have detailed
knowledge of estates, which will help deliver efficient
resolutions to any issues that may arise.
“They will also be geographically based, so will have
the ability to pop out to sites easily if needed.”
Colin, whose career with Kingston Property Services
began when he took on a leasehold management role
with Cheviot Housing, the company that ultimately
became his current employer after being absorbed
into Bernicia Group, also says the move will include a
significantly stronger digital platform.
He adds: “If, for example, people would like to
receive annual charges by email, rather than post, and
then go on the website to pay, we will be able to do
that.”
While its provision is evolving to bolster services,
one area that Colin says will remain steadfast is
the organisation’s integrity and commitment to the
communities it supports and the businesses that
operate therein.
Highlighting Bernicia Group’s – and therefore
Kingston Property Services’ – not-for-profit status, he
says a key part of such continued focus will be the £1
million Bernicia Foundation.
Established in 2019 to help people access
employment opportunities, support those with
disabilities and tackle loneliness, it has already
distributed hundreds of thousands of pounds to worthy
causes.
It also recently funded the delivery of food parcels
and craft activities to hundreds of North East families
during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Colin says: “Our foundations are built on
transparency, honesty and flexibility, and we are
very committed to our status as a not-for-profit
organisation.
“We take great pride in seeing any profits that we
make invested into community projects across the
region, such as new social housing, reading hubs or
a community centre refurbishment programme, all
funded through the Bernicia Foundation.
“We are very proud of what we do and proud of the
region in which we work; our vans carry the slogan
‘putting pride in place’ to emphasise that.
“We always use local contractors as much as we can
too, and this ensures we can monitor performance and
change where necessary.

“Other companies provide their own in-house
contractors, which does not offer the client any choice
regarding performance and cost.
“For example, if we are working in Middlesbrough,
we will look for a Teesside-based operator, and if we’re
up in Berwick, we will work with a Northumberland
company.
“Our ethos is to ensure that our Property Managers,
where possible, are never more than an hour away from
any site they manage.”
He adds: “Our staff are very committed, the Bernicia
Group has a voluntary board, and all of the businesses
in Bernicia Commercial correlate together to help us
achieve great success.
“With the momentum we have, and the impending
addition of Open Spaces, it all represents a big positive.
“It will make us that little bit more diverse and
position us really well for the future.”
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Opening up – a marathon not a sprint…
The coronavirus pandemic has, for most of the global population, felt like one, long,
never-ending marathon. And as COVID-19 restrictions begin to relax, John Devitt, chief
executive at award-winning drug, alcohol, mental health and COVID-19 services provider
Recovery4Life, says there remains some ground to cover. However, thanks to the Gateshead
firm’s outstanding coronavirus testing and risk management support, he says help is at hand
to guide individuals and businesses safely towards a return to normality. Steven Hugill finds
out more.
www.recovery4life.co.uk
@Recovery4LifeNE

Recovery4Life
-

If you would like
to find out more
about how you
can benefit from
Recovery4Life’s
support during
the COVID-19
pandemic, or
wish to learn
more about its
drug, alcohol and
mental health
services, contact
John on 03333
448 288.
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Marathon runners often talk about the muscle-aching
trauma of ‘hitting the wall’, the point in a race where
energy levels sap to such an extent that mental and
physical exhaustion takes over.
In some ways, the UK, and the world as a whole, is
engaged in its own long-distance pursuit at present – to
reach the end of the coronavirus pandemic.
Many of us will, at some point, have already hit a
metaphorical COVID-19 wall, whether it have been
through contracting the illness or seeing family
members suffer, experiencing the mental strain of
intermittent lockdowns, or coping with the emotional
and financial challenges brought about by heightened
employment uncertainty.
Relief then, that support and guidance is available
from award-winning Recovery4Life.
The organisation is a specialist provider of
occupational health services including substance
misuse, mental health and COVID-19 services.
Boasting a multidisciplinary team of highly-skilled
clinicians, Recovery4Life has helped companies
achieve business continuity throughout the pandemic.
It closely collaborates with businesses, taking the
time to understand their individual needs and building a
bespoke plan around them.
The company has operated as a pillar of strength
during the pandemic, marrying rapid COVID-19
antigen, antibody and laboratory-based analysis with
risk management support that continues to help
businesses and individuals take appropriate steps to
remain safe.
Key to its success has been its focus on finding ways
to accurately risk manage COVID-19 in the workplace
and help employers to standardise processes.
This includes the unique, free multi-systemic, webbased Passport2Work platform.

The system helps businesses pro-actively manage
risk in the workplace by taking a multi-systemic
approach that will identify the main 14 symptoms
of COVID-19 alongside pre-symptomatic and
asymptomatic carriers.
It is an ongoing development that takes numerous
physical, social and mental health factors into account
to help employers standardise processes and make
informed decisions.
Due to the success of Recovery4Life’s developments
for workplace COVID-19 risk management services, the
business was honoured with the Innovation Award 2021
at last month’s NEPIC Industry Awards.
Just like the long-distance runner putting in the
miles before an event to avoid encountering the
‘wall’, Recovery4Life has measures in place that
improve businesses and individuals’ endurance against
COVID-19 – which, says chief executive John Devitt,
will be needed as the pandemic endures.
He says: “As society opens up, it remains crucial that
we get the basics right.
“We need to keep hands, face, space as our mantra.
“But due to the unprecedented nature of the
pandemic, many employers and HR professionals
feel that they are expected to moonlight as infectious
diseases experts and mental health professionals when
they don’t need to – our specialists live and breath this
type of work and we urge anyone who needs some
support to contact us.
“We are here to help you.
“With the end of the last lockdown and the easing up
of COVID-19 restrictions, it is especially important the
business community remains vigilant.
“Complacency is dangerous because we are
likely going to experience other spikes in COVID-19
cases over the next few weeks and months – all the

Health_
Advertorial_Recovery4Life

forecasting and data is pointing to that.
“Opening up should be viewed as a marathon, not
a sprint, but at least we know and understand more
about the virus and the importance and methods of
reducing transmission.”
John continues: “Now is all about managing the risk
and probability of transmission to get the economy and
society to open up safely and learn from the experience
of countries like India.
“This isn’t over yet, and new challenges will emerge.”
Another factor integral to the company’s
operations, says John, is its skilled team’s empathy
and commitment to understanding clients’ unique
requirements, which helps deliver tailored support.
“Testing is just one of the things we provide, and a
multi-systemic approach will be required to keep the
workplace safe,” he says.
“There are a lot more questions to come and we
don’t expect everyone to have the right answers – that
is why we are here.
“With new information regarding COVID-19 coming
to light frequently, such as the variants from India, Chile
and Brazil, and the challenges around international
trade and international travel, Recovery4life will
continue to map global coronavirus trends to advise
and support our national and international clients.
“They come to us for advice, and we provide
educational support – if there is a specific issue, we can
speak to people and give them the guidance they need.
“We are the experts, so companies and individuals
don’t have to be.”
John says such provision has become increasingly
important over recent months in helping employers
deal with the strains of fluctuating COVID-19
guidelines, for example, with the business’ renowned
mental health services coming to the fore.
He says: “We don’t give everyone the same advice –
it isn’t a one-size-fits-all approach.
“For anyone who feels like they are struggling with
the effects of COVID-19, my message is, ‘come and talk
to us and let us be your sounding board’.”
And John says such a focus will be crucial as part
of a fully-rounded risk management response to
coronavirus as society continues to re-open and more
is increasingly understood about the virus.
He says: “The importance of businesses getting
going again, particularly in sectors such as hospitality,
retail and travel, is huge.
“But with that comes a responsibility on people
to continue doing the right things, whether they are

travelling for business in the UK or internationally, or
whether they are engineers going into homes to make
repairs.
“We must also understand that every sector will have
different requirements and therefore need altogether
different approaches.
“There are so many things that are going to hit us
over the coming years too, such as the efficacy of
vaccines to the different strains, improvement in testing
technologies and the lasting effects of long COVID-19.
“We also need to start asking questions now like,
‘how are we going to prepare for the coming winter?’
John adds: “But all of this can be managed so long
as you know what you are doing, and that is where we
can help.
“Good lateral flow testing, both for antigen and
antibody testing, is going to be one of the most
effective ways of dealing with the situation, and we are
already providing those.
“But businesses and individuals also need to look at
things through a risk management prism that will help
them plan for the future accordingly, and that is where
we excel too.”

Note:
Recovery4Life
used its own
COVID-19 testing
systems to
ensure this group
photograph
was safe for all
involved. Testing
includes regular
anti-body and
antigen testing
for all staff.

Praising Recovery4Life’s success at the recent NEPIC Industry
Awards, where the organisation picked up the innovation accolade,
Philip Aldridge, NEPIC chief executive, says:
“Despite the pandemic, the quality and number of entries was
higher than ever, with Recovery4Life beating some of the region’s
major companies to NEPIC’s prestigious Innovation Award.
“The three NEPIC members manufacturing COVID-19 vaccine
(CPI, Fujifilm & GSK) may get the headlines, but it was good to
recognise SMEs such as Recovery4Life for the help they have given
to so many companies and individuals during these difficult times,
providing an innovative service just when it was needed most.”
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John Edgar

www.fenwick.co.uk

@FenwickStores

The COVID-19 pandemic has altered all aspects of society, not least
the retail sector, which has been buffeted by enforced closures and
accompanying economic uncertainty. One such company to have
faced those headwinds is Newcastle-based premium department
store operator Fenwick. However, with its flagship outlet now
open again, and its chief executive John Edgar – who joined just
days after the first national lockdown had begun last year – rolling
out improvements to its physical and online offering, the firm is
taking steps to recover lost ground. Steven Hugill finds out more.

Words by Steven Hugill
Photography by Christopher Owens
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4Fenwick’s famous Northumberland
Street windows have helped tell a few
stories in their long history.
From meticulously conceived yearround product displays, to the annual
Christmas spectacles that have become
an inter-generational institution, the
premium retailer’s grand frontage is well
versed in providing a backdrop for everchanging times.
Never, though, has it told a tale like the
one at present.
That routine maintenance work
means those windows and therefore
the majestic façade of the company’s
flagship Newcastle building is shrouded –
temporarily – by multi-coloured, artworkadorned protective boards is somewhat
apt.
The improvements are a regular
occurrence, but this year they are more
symbolic than ever, for they provide a
window into an altogether altered world.
With COVID-19 meaning Fenwick
could only reopen its department store
in April following another Governmentimposed trading hiatus, the restoration
work feels like a metaphor for rebirth,
and of a retailer – and the UK as a whole
– taking the first steps on a long journey
to recovery.
Inside the store, that feeling only
intensifies.
Windows have been opened up
and floors re-laid, while the revamped
menswear department now includes
a ‘sneaker wall’, where myriad brands
and colours of footwear are illuminated
against a white backdrop.
Elsewhere, its food hall is rich in
produce, a great amount of which is
sourced locally – a pop-up market is
home to treats from operators such as
bagel maker Dot, Indian food purveyors
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Dabbawal and Khai Khai, Durham-based
sweet shop Beamish and Darlington
piccalilli maker Calder’s Kitchen – while
a plethora of new brands across all
departments have, and continue to
be, introduced with a number of them
exclusive to the city centre site.
Additionally, the 139-year-old familyowned business hopes – subject to
planning – to create an outdoor, rooftop
restaurant to further enhance the store’s
standing.
What it all represents, says chief
executive John Edgar, is the evolution of
an esteemed brand that is putting itself
in the strongest possible position as the
financial, social, physical and emotional
implications of the COVID-19 pandemic
slowly begin to abate.
“What we could have done is shut the
doors at Christmas time, unlocked them
again after the last lockdown and said,
‘it’s the same stuff, come and buy it’,”
says John, who grew up in the village of
Hurworth, just outside Darlington.
“But that would have been a disaster.
“Instead, what we have chosen to do –
and will continue to do with the support
of the family – is invest for the longevity
of the business.
“We are going to be in Newcastle for
the long-term; we are a mainstay.
“But for us to make that happen, we
have to provide a point of difference
for customers and that means being
innovative and ensuring quality around
products and services, as well as the
hospitality we provide.
“We are majoring on the hospitality
element – it’s all about going the extra
mile and welcoming someone into the
store just like you would to your home.
“Not many are doing that, certainly not
to the same scale we are.”

John, who attended what is now
Darlington’s Carmel College as a
youngster, continues: “We sell things that
shoppers can buy in lots of other places,
but we are providing a better and safer
environment.
“Added to that, we are introducing 140
new brands across all categories and
will have names in Newcastle that you
won’t get anywhere else, such as Trinny
London, in the beauty department, and
Colorful Standard, in womenswear – and
there will be more.
“The food hall is constantly evolving
too.
“One of the big things in all of our
locations is our engagement with the

community; where we can, we get local
traders into our stores.
“This is particularly so in the food hall
where we have lots of traders that would
have ordinarily sold from places like
Newcastle’s Quayside Market; we have
brought them in, and a lot have stayed
with us.
“Being part of the community is really
important for us,” adds John of Fenwick,
whose Newcastle store – which also
includes the Hop & Dram bottle shop
that features many locally-sourced brews
– is joined by outlets in York, Bracknell,
Colchester, Canterbury, Tunbridge Wells
and shops in London’s Kingston and
Brent Cross, as well as the city’s famous

Bond Street.
“We are not a business that is run from
London on a cookie cutter basis – we
have nine shops across England, so can be
specific and relevant to each of the nine
communities we serve.
“And that includes our Newcastle
festive display, which, because of
COVID-19, was held digitally last year and
was viewed a million times online.”
While making strides in transforming
the physical and social aspects of the
business, John is making equally rapid
progress with Fenwick’s online presence.
When he officially took over on
April 1 last year, the retailer’s digital
offering lagged somewhat behind

its contemporaries, to the point that
the previous hierarchy were strongly
considering its permanent closure.
John, however, was quick to see the
opportunity.
“Everything was closed when I joined –
including online,” he says.
“Someone actually said to me, ‘forget
online, it’s not worth it’ – it took me a
week-and-a-half to change the situation
and that part of the business is now
growing at an incredible rate.
“Before I joined, it was taking very little
money and was primarily a beauty site,”
says John, who studied at universities in
Bristol and Edinburgh.
“It did bits very well, but it wasn’t
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www.fenwick.co.uk

what it could be – we only had a tiny
percentage of our product catalogue on
there, for example.
“We have done an awful lot to improve
the website, but there remains an awful
lot more to do – pandemic or not, it is
something we need to be doing to be
credible in the marketplace and extend
our reach.”
With enforced COVID-19 store
closures having only further heightened
the importance of retailers’ digital
proposition, John says the online
improvements mean Fenwick now has
much greater sinuosity to meet shoppers’
fluctuating buying habits and counter any
further turns in the economic landscape
– all while acting as a crucial, supportive
ally to its traditional ‘bricks and mortar’
offering.
He says: “It remains to be seen how
many people have said, ‘I’m only ever
going to shop online from now on’

@FenwickStores

following the pandemic, but there is
a palpable feeling of positivity among
customers shopping physically, which
I think is being helped by the vaccine
rollout.
“To an extent, it depends what people
want.
“If I want to buy a lot of detergent, for
example, I don’t need to go into a shop
and experience that. But if I want to buy
some children’s shoes for school, because
their feet have grown over lockdown, I’d
do that in store.
“We can cater for whatever people
choose.”
He continues: “The website is a major
part of our plans to transform the business
and we will drive our online offer further,
but it won’t be to the exclusion of our
stores – the two of them sit side-by-side
very well.
“Online will never make up for the gap
in most retailers – there is a role for both;
it is a symbiotic relationship.”
The progress John alludes to is made
all the more remarkable when viewed

through the prism of COVID-19.
Having prevented him from embarking
on physical store visits and team
introductions on his arrival, John’s picture
of Fenwick was instead painted through
countless online video calls and meetings.
“Nothing focuses the mind like a
common enemy,” says John of the
business, which complements in-store
and online trading with concierge and
call-and-collect services.
“As an organisation, we all saw that,
and it was quite easy to get everyone to
pull together.
“We had to keep going as best we
could, and the trader mentality really
came out.”
And he says such resilience, coupled
with an ever-growing understanding of
coronavirus and its repercussions on the
retail sector and life as a whole, means
Fenwick has been able to successfully
begin plotting the first steps on a map to
recovery.
It will, however, he cautions, be a
measured journey.
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“Recovery is going to be quite slow for
everyone,” says John.
“I think it is going to be a number of
years before we get back to a level where
we are really comfortable.
“For us, comfortable means we are
making decent profit.
“We’re not making profit at the
moment; in my first 12 months here,
we were closed for seven of the most
profitable.
“It is going to be a while to get back
into the black, and the reality is that we
just don’t know what is going to happen
over the next 12 months.
“We are, however, in a better place
than we were.”
The uncertainty and market fragility
John describes all mean one thing – a
demanding situation.
Relief then, that he relishes a challenge
– and that his is a career fashioned across
two decades at some of the most wellknown names in global retailing.
Having left the North East at 21, John
worked briefly in Manchester before
moving to London in the early 1990s,
initially, he thought, for a couple of years.
His time in the capital, however, was to
last much longer.
After starting at the former Burton
Group, which later became Sir Philip
Green’s now collapsed Arcadia Group,
John worked in Topshop’s finance
department.
From there, he progressed to House of
Fraser, another high street bellwether of
the time, and then joined Woolworths as
chief financial officer, where he fought
valiantly with colleagues to save the
ultimately fated business.
He was subsequently approached
by Selfridges to take on the same title,
and helped create the Selfridges Group,
before his work then caught the eye of
blue-ribbon operator Harrods.
What it all helped provide, says John –
who, after leaving Harrods following fiveand-a-half years’ service as chief financial
officer, worked for Boston Consulting
Group on projects that included a large
US department store chain – was the
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perfect background of learning and
hardiness to counter his initial COVID-19related encounters with Fenwick.
“I’ve had so many great experiences,”
he says.
“Burton Group was known as the
university of retail at that time because
lots of people who began their careers
with the business went on to bigger and
better things.
“House of Fraser gave me great
exposure to lots of different things
and some great people too, and both
Selfridges and Harrods were fantastic
places to work.
“Harrods is so very unique and does
what it does very well.
“In contrast, Woolworths was a very
difficult time,” continues John.
“I was there for the last two years of its
existence and we tried hard to save it; that
was a really soul-destroying time because
35,000 people lost their jobs.
“I learned a lot around resilience and

@FenwickStores

agility – and having that in the memory
bank has been invaluable.”
And with all of that experience now
at play in bolstering Fenwick’s progress,
John says he believes the retailer is
perfectly placed to help Newcastle – and
therefore the wider North East – recover
from COVID-19.
“I’d like to see Newcastle punch where
it needs to be,” he says, “it has so much
opportunity and needs to believe it can
succeed.
“Businesses like ourselves can play a
major role in helping Newcastle, which is
one of the great cities in this country, and
its community achieve increased status.
“We can play a major part in the
economy, certainly the retail element, of
Newcastle becoming stronger.”
He continues: “For us to do that,
though, we have to keep pushing.
“Retail has never been easy and now,
more than ever, we need to change and
adapt faster.

“The high street will continue to exist,
but there will be more polarisation
between the good and the bad.
“I’ve been saying for the last 15 years
there have been too many shops.
“For me, less is more, and we are in a
strong position with our nine stores, but
the property market has to change, and
the Government must still do something
about business rates too.”
John adds: “I think what we will see are
more discerning high streets, rather than
the bland multiples of the 1990s where,
for example, you sometimes didn’t know
the difference between a utilities shop, a
bank and a retail outlet.
“Personality is going to be more and
more important going forward, and we
will be perfectly placed for that.
“We need to keep doing the right things
– some of our ideas will work, and some
won’t.
“Ultimately it will all be about
reinvention and reinvigoration.”
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The five ages of
financial planning
With the effects of the COVID-19 health
crisis continuing to impact all members of
society, ensuring your financial wellbeing has
arguably never been more important. Here,
Trevor Clark, Chartered financial planner and
director at Perspective (North East) Ltd, which
has offices in Newcastle and Darlington, sets
out a roadmap for fiscal security.
www.pfgl.co.uk
@perspectivefgl

OUR RELATIONSHIP WITH FINANCE CONTINUALLY
changes as we progress through the cycle of life.
In most instances, the role and responsibility of our
finances is directly linked to our age.
To help gain a better understanding of your financial life
journey, we have produced a five-point guide to highlight
important considerations along the way.
Perspective
(North East)
Ltd
-

From its
Newcastle and
Darlington
offices,
Perspective
(North East) Ltd
provides advice
and support
to individuals,
companies and
trustees on areas
that include
retirement
planning,
investment,
inheritance
tax planning,
personal wealth
and corporate
planning.
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18-35 – Starting out
At this stage of your financial life, it is all about learning
how to budget.
If you are progressing through further education, learn
how the student loan system works.
As you start work, you will face the initial shock of
income tax and the quicker you can come to terms with
taxation, the better. If you are offered an opportunity to
join a company pension scheme, try and commit to it.
Your retirement may seem like a lifetime away,
but these early contributions will make an enormous
difference to your final pension fund.
Furthermore, get into the habit of regular saving and
consider a credit card – as long as it is used efficiently – as
it will help you build a credit score.
35-50 – Onwards and upwards
This period often splits into two halves.
In the first, you may be blessed with children and a
mortgage. Each mean protection is key, and it’s not just
about life assurance, but income protection and critical
illness too.
By now, you should have some accessible cash
savings for around three to six months of your regular
income level. If possible, try and increase your pension
contributions, especially if your employer matches the

increase with one of their own.
The second half starts the runway to retirement, and
planning should include taking advantage of any higher
rate tax relief on your pension contributions, as well as
committing to long-term risk rated multi-asset investing.
You should also have organised a will by now and
discuss setting up a lasting power of attorney for your
parents, while thinking about one for yourself too.
50-60 – Winding up and winding down
This is all about retirement planning, especially as the
mortgage may have been paid off.
Try and push on with your pension savings and think
about what income you will need in retirement.
Keep cash savings at a modest level and commit to
multi-asset investing, using tax efficient wrappers.
Make sure too that you are protected against inflation.
There is potential for you to become the ‘Bank of Mum
& Dad’, so ensure you understand the implications of
that, and possible issues around parent care costs and
inherited wealth.
Your will and lasting power of attorney should have
been arranged.
60-75 – Sailing into the sunset
It is now you start moving from wealth accumulation to
wealth decumulation.
Those key decisions to invest early and regularly will
come to fruition and it is here that advice becomes
essential. Make sure you take advantage of all relevant
allowances to enable you to draw income as efficiently
as possible. You may have inheritance tax issues and the
more time you plan for these, the less likely it will affect
you and your family.
Your financial planning must consider some form of
long-term care provision too, and now is also a good time
to consider financial gifts for children and grandchildren.
Post 75 – Supporting those who are starting out
You should have a good understanding of what your
succession plan will look like by now.
You should have a clear understanding of what assets
you need to provide you with your income, as well as any
potential care costs.
Feel comfortable with spending – experience has
shown us that too many people worry about running out
of money and therefore don’t spend enough in retirement.
Finally, be honest with your family about what to expect
upon your death. This period will be painful enough for
them without having to deal with the stress of managing
your financial circumstances.
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Industry leader joins the seaweed revolution
Scaleup North East is continuing to provide key support to leading seaweed nutritional supplement business
Seaweed & Co., which recently welcomed Mario Patrocollo as chairman of its board to help drive forward
growth plans.
www.scaleupnortheast.co.uk

FOUNDED IN 2015 BY MARINE BIOLOGIST DR CRAIG
Rose, Seaweed & Co. has created multiple signature
seaweed products and brands, and is now a leading
supplier of nutritional supplements and seaweed
ingredients across Europe.
The business, based in Whitley Bay, has recently
welcomed Mario Patrocollo, advisor to the co-chief
operating officer of Walgreens Boots Alliance, as
chairman of the board to assist the company on its
growth journey and global expansion.
According to Global Market insights, it is estimated
the entire seaweed industry is currently worth more
than $6 billion – and is projected to surpass $85 billion
by 2026.
For Craig [pictured], harnessing the knowledge
and expertise of Mario, who has notable experience
of managing and developing large global businesses,
is a key strategic step into tapping further into this
lucrative market.
Reflecting on the appointment, Craig, who is also
managing director of Seaweed & Co. – and known
as ‘Doctor Seaweed’ – says: “We are delighted to
welcome Mario to the team at a time when we are
expanding into new product sectors and geographies.
“His experience in pharmaceuticals, OTC and
FMCG, not only with multi-nationals at the highest
strategic level but also with fast growing start-up
challenger companies, will help us take advantage
of the huge potential for seaweed in general and our
unique set-up in particular.

38

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.

“We are incredibly excited to have him involved and
learn from the phenomenal experience and expertise
he will bring to the team.”
Craig Huntingdon, partner at Scaleup North East,
has been working alongside ‘Doctor Seaweed’ and his
team for a number of years, helping to strategically
shape growth plans for their range of products.
When addressing future plans for the business,
developing proprietary technologies and maturing
commercialisation goals was key to growth.
Recalling the support provided by the programme,
Craig adds: “Working with Scaleup North East has
given us access to some really valuable support, and
is a great way to be part of promoting the value and
aspirations of the wider region and what it can offer.”
In addition to its initial Weed & Wonderful nutritional
supplement range, Seaweed & Co. has also developed
the PureSea® ingredients range, which consists of
highly innovative micro-encapsulated seaweed as an
ingredient for food and beverage manufacturers.
Products are now available from multiple leading
retailers, including Boots and Holland & Barrett, as
well as directly from QVC, Amazon and the business’
own website.

Technology_
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Why cybersecurity
must be recognised as
a different discipline to
normal IT
With society continuing to turn to
technology for support and insight across
a raft of everyday tasks, the need for
strong cybersecurity has never been more
important. One company at the forefront of
foiling the hackers and online criminals is
Newcastle-based Melius Cyber. Here, Eldon
Jobe, the company’s chief commercial
officer, explains more about how it is
helping organisations stay secure.
www.meliuscyber.com
@MeliusCyber

TECH IS NOW SUCH A BIG PART OF OUR LIVES.
We use it for everything, from navigating the car, to
turning on the central heating and even counting our
steps. However, despite the huge range of things we use
IT for, there is a tendency to generalise that it’s all just IT.
This misplaced belief that your cybersecurity
is handled by the people who support your IT
infrastructure and software is a dangerous assumption
and one that we see many times.
Our clients typically have an existing IT support
relationship but recognise the specific threat of cybercrime, the challenge it represents to all businesses, and
the need for specialist skills and applications.
This is far more than antivirus software, firewalls and
password management.
How do we add value?
• We scan your entire IT estate and gain a hacker’s
eye view
• W
 e protect your business from the inside out
• W
 e use the scanning information to tailor bespoke
solutions
• W
 e speak your language and don’t confuse you 		
with jargon
• W
 e monitor and scan your network 365 days a year for
more than 180,000 threats
• W
 e reduce the average breach detection time from
229 days to less than 24 hours
• W
 e provide support and assistance with gaining
accreditations

Why use Melius?
The security of data and financial and personal
information is now a top priority for all companies;
failure to do so can lead to fines, reputational damage
and serious financial loss.
More and more potential clients are turning away
suppliers who cannot prove they have implemented
specialist cybersecurity measures and cannot show
cybersecurity certifications.
One small business is successfully hacked every 19
seconds* and there are 65,000 daily attempts to hack
UK SMEs.
Yet businesses still ignore the risks, carrying on in
blissful ignorance that they are safe.
Typically, our clients are SME businesses with existing
IT teams, either internal or external.
In every case we have been able to integrate our
solution with their network and existing support to
provide a more comprehensive security solution.
We work with all the IT stakeholders to ensure best
practice is achieved and the client is prioritised.
In every situation we have always found some area of
weakness that a hacker could exploit.
In addition, we are the only cybersecurity company
specifically targeted at the SME market that can provide
breach detection. Our in-house software solution,
MELCaaS, provides an innovative cybersecurity product
that delivers excellent protection and user experience at
an attractive pricing level for clients.
It is not enough to only protect your business’ IT estate
from the perimeter with firewalls and antivirus software.
This will leave you open to an undetected breach.
Businesses must now protect their data from the
inside out.
This way, their security becomes agile and when using
MELCaaS, it is also intelligence led, which means new
threats are being scanned for every day and unusual
behaviour is detected before it becomes an expensive
issue.

Melius Cyber
-

“An undetected
breach allows
hackers to make
subtle changes
for days and
months. If
undetected, it
is impossible to
stop a hacker
when they
make their
demands. Most
breaches lead to
a ransomware
attack. The cost
can range from
£20,000 for a
microbusiness, to
high six figures
for large SMEs.
Our software
detects a
breach before
the damage is
done, saving
SMEs hundreds
of thousands of
pounds a year.”
- Eldon Jobe

“We had already taken precautions to protect our customer’s data
and Melius’ application is the extra step we needed to take to make
us as secure as possible.
“We looked at other solutions but found there was nothing on the
market that could match the pricing and level of support for SMEs
such as Sanderson Young.”
– Sanderson Young testimonial

Reference - * Hiscox report; www.hiscoxgroup.com/news/press-releases/2018/18-10-18
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Helping the cultural
sector reopen and
recover
The Culture Recovery Fund has
now allocated most of its
£1.57 billion budget in grants and
loans to more than 5000 cultural
and heritage organisations and
sites throughout the United
Kingdom.
The first tranche of financial
support was announced last year
and totalled more than
£800 million, ensuring the
immediate survival of 3800
museums, theatres, performance
venues, historic sites and cinemas,
which were forced to close or
cut back their services as the
COVID-19 pandemic struck.
On Good Friday, Culture
Secretary Oliver Dowden
announced the latest details of
almost £400 million in new grants
and loans. This time, the money
is earmarked to help the culture,
heritage and entertainment sector
reopen and recover in the months
ahead.
The news has brought relief and

reassurance across the
North East, with £8.2 million
earmarked for Tyne and Wear and
more than £2 million of funding
in Northumberland and County
Durham.
And they are vital funds.
Whether it is the £3 million loan
for The North Music Trust, which
operates the Sage Gateshead,
and will support operational costs
ahead of reopening and enhance
its digital programmes, or the
£43,254 grant to help Tees Valley
Arts, in Redcar, pay their staff.

Words by Colin Young
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Taking the first small
steps back to normality
The pandemic has hit our cultural landscape hard.
Theatres, cinemas and museums have been closed to audiences
and visitors for the vast majority of the last year, historic sites left
abandoned to the elements and tight budgets, and artists forced to
seek alternative employment. But help is at hand to ensure survival
for organisations across the country. The latest Government support
package, in the guise of the Culture Recovery Fund, will enable
more than 5000 in the UK to cover losses and support investment
in essential maintenance, recovery and reopening programmes. It
included more than £11 million investment in the North East’s
cultural venues and businesses. Here, Colin Young discusses how
this vital lifeline will impact on the region.

4The nine museums run by Tyne &
Wear Archives & Museums (TWAM)
should have welcomed more than one
million visitors through their doors over
the last year.
The Great North Museum: the
Hancock, the Discovery Museum,
the Laing Art Gallery, Hatton Gallery,
Segedunum Roman Fort, Stephenson
Steam Railway, South Shields Museum,
Arbeia – the South Shields Roman Fort
– Shipley Art Gallery, not to mention the
vast Tyne & Wear Archives in the centre
of Newcastle.
All closed. All silent.
All bereft of the visitors and tourists
who keep them alive in more ways

than one.
And nowhere can the impact have
been felt more keenly than in the
corridors of the Discovery Museum.
Most of the TWAM staff work in the
offices of the old building in Blandford
Square, to a background noise and the
echoes of the 13,000 schoolchildren and
their teachers who visit annually.
Bi-weekly maintenance, cleaning and
safety checks aside, the city’s science
museum, its brethren and their 1.1 million
total collections have been closed to all.
The decision to shut the doors of their
nine venues was of course out of their
hands.
They were closed in March last year

due to COVID-19, and although there
were staggered re-openings from late
July to October across the venues, they
were all closed again by early November
when the second wave of the disease
started to take hold.
Unable to generate any income
through its only self-generating revenue
streams, such as cafes, shops and venue
hire, while the shutters are down, TWAM
has relied on Government support just
to survive and hopefully thrive in the
months and years ahead.
It received £387,825 in the first round
of funding in October, followed by
another £190,910 in the second round,
which was announced by Culture
Secretary Oliver Dowden in March.
“Because we were closed, we weren’t
able to generate the income we usually
raise ourselves, which accounts for 15
per cent of our total budget,” explains
head of finance, governance and
resources Jackie Reynolds.
“The Culture Recovery Fund has
helped fill that gap and meant we could
maintain our services.
“It has been an incredibly difficult
year for everyone and one of the hardest
things for us has been just how much we
have missed our visitors, and they have
missed us!
“We have such a diverse range of
venues and the North East is steeped in
culture with local and loyal audiences, as
well as thousands of tourists who visit us
every year.
“They are as desperate to see us
reopen, as we are.”
The coronavirus pandemic closures
brought inevitable change in thinking
and delivery throughout the sector,
and many of the museums’ and gallery
experiences have moved online, while
the organisation has also collected NHS
rainbow drawings and people’s stories
to document the impact of COVID-19 for
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Outside in
Words by Keith Merrin, director,
Tyne & Wear Archives & Museums

4“The Culture Recovery Fund
has been a lifeline for cultural
venues after routes to raising
income disappeared overnight
and for the first time in living
memory, we closed our doors
for almost a year.
“Museums and galleries are
at the heart of communities
and contribute to the North
East on so many levels –
socially, economically and to
individual wellbeing.
“It is vitally important they
are supported through these
challenging times so they can
continue to have a positive
impact.”
future generations.
As well as expanding its digital
output to provide exhibitions online
for schools, TWAM’s community work
has included a new partnership with
Northumbria University to create
resources that supports health and
social care professionals, enabling
them to use the museums as part of
their care practice when working with
older people.
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Still, you have to feel for staff at the
Hatton Gallery, as they prepared for the
long-awaited ‘Linderism’ exhibition by
the Liverpool-based photographer Linder
Sterling, the first spanning the five decades
of her controversial career.
Hours and hours of preparation,
planning and wall positioning almost
wasted because the art gallery was unable
to open its doors to the public.
Her radical feminist photomontages
could only be shown in an online version
of the exhibition in the end and have
now been taken down, repackaged and
returned to Merseyside.
Then there was the Art Deco by the Sea
exhibition at the Laing Art Gallery, which
only opened for two weeks before it too
departed.
At least Other Worlds: the Art of
Atomhawk, at the Great North Museum:
Hancock, has survived. This opened briefly
in September and will still be open when
the museum reopens in May.
Through such adversity, TWAM has
found new ways to support the local
community, from redeploying staff to work
in foodbanks and care homes, to providing
activities and resources for children in
poverty and for isolated older people.
The scheduled reopenings happen to
coincide with the arrival of Sunderland
Culture chief executive Keith Merrin, who
replaces Iain Watson as the new director
of TWAM at the start of one of its most
challenging periods.
New chair Phil Kite and three new
trustees to the board of its charitable trust,
Crystal Hicks, Grant Murray and John
Holmes, also start work this month.
More than £1.2 billion of grants and
repayable finance has now been allocated
to more than 5000 organisations and sites
across the country, with further grants due

to be finalised in the coming weeks.
The awards are made through the
Arts Council, as well as Historic England,
National Lottery Heritage Fund and the
British Film Institute, and promise a future
for the industry.
Its impact also promises to be as diverse
as the institutions it will undoubtedly
support.
They range from Tyneside Cinema,
which is to get more than £1 million, to
Darlington Hippodrome, which receives
nearly half that amount, to Newcastle rock
bar Trillians, an alternative music venue
which was running an online fundraiser
to secure its future and has received a
£80,462 injection.
The Customs House, in South Shields,
gets a grant of £125,000, which will cover a
new roof and boiler repairs.
Sage Gateshead, which faced a £10
million shortfall due to the loss of 80 per
cent of its income in the last year, has
welcomed the £3 million loan for the
North Music Trust and in Northumberland,
where £1,171,067 will help 16 organisations,
the biggest beneficiaries are Woodhorn
Charitable Trust, Queen’s Hall Arts and
Vindolanda Trust.
Museums, comedy clubs, music venues,
circuses and multi-purpose stages will also
be supported in the latest round of funding
awarded by Arts Council England.
And the National Lottery Heritage
Fund and Historic England have allocated
£44 million to more than 470 heritage
organisations, including Bamburgh Castle,
which has received £137,400 to help its
team prepare for the return of visitors postpandemic.
Last year, organisers of the Lindisfarne
Festival had to shelve plans for the 2020
event, although the majority of acts were
rebooked for the rescheduled event in
September 2021.
Thanks to the Culture Recovery Fund,
Dizzee Rascal and Grooverider have been
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Outside in
Words by Martin Wilson,
co-founder, TIN Arts

4“The furlough scheme is
added to the Beal Farm bill.
Lindisfarne Festival founder Conleth
Maenpaa says: “We were incredibly
grateful to be awarded a grant, which will
help to make this year’s event the best
yet and give us the confidence to grow in
ambition for years to come.
“Like everyone else, the whole team
here are absolutely buzzing about the
prospect of being able to get together
with people again and soak up that special
festival atmosphere, which you can’t get
anywhere else.
“We can’t wait.”
There is possibly no better example
of the positive impact these funds will
have than in the Old School House in
Framwellgate, Durham, where TIN Arts is
based.
Established in 1999, the organisation
has been providing dance, theatre and
performing arts sessions and workshops in
schools, hospitals and community centres
across the North East.
They provide particularly vital work for
the vulnerable and long-term ill and TIN
Arts is also behind a unique initiative at
the Children’s Heart Unit in the Freeman
Hospital, which provides ‘Clown Doctors’
for youngsters recovering from heart
surgery.
The service has recently gone

nationwide (and, inevitably, online).
Co-founder and executive director
Martin Wilson says the £72,285 grant from
the Culture Recovery Fund has secured a
future for the organisation and its 13 staff.
He said: “We could have furloughed
everybody, but we made a commitment
right at the start of the first lockdown that
we would continue to reach out to people
we help and continue the dialogue and
relationship with them.
“If we lost staff, we would have lost the
capacity to help people and that was more
important.
“We have had to be canny and utilise
the staff in different ways and at different
times to ensure the job retention scheme
worked for us and for our staff.
“We could not have large numbers of
people being disconnected.
“That would have set them, and
ourselves, back years and taken several
years to recover.
“The more people we support, the more
resilient we have become.
“We had to walk a fine line to deliver but
we did not want people to lose the ability
to access our services.
“We have had to be creative, by
providing iPads for example, or putting
content online and making dvds. And much
of that will continue as we move forward.”

brilliant and crucial for places
like us, but it would have held
us up.
“You can’t progress, you have
to stop.
“The Culture Recovery Fund
has enabled us to continue, to
keep our staff on and ensure,
when this is over, we can
continue to deliver, not play
catch-up.
“It has allowed us to keep
everyone on and crack on.”

Museum and art galleries are, at
the time of writing, due to reopen to
visitors from May 17 in stage three of
the Government’s roadmap.
At the Laing Art Gallery, in
Newcastle, work has already started to
ensure social distancing measures are
in place for the safety of both staff and
visitors to Challenging Convention,
an exhibition exploring four women
artists working in the 20th century in a
climate of modernism, transformation
and increasing emancipation.
The two-metre social distancing
stickers on the floors are the obvious
indication that the first small steps are
being taken to get back to normality…
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The new principal conductor of the Royal
Northern Sinfonia is Dinis Sousa.
The appointment fulfils a lifetime
ambition for the 35-year-old, who
first heard the Sage Gateshead-based
orchestra perform at the Casa da
Musica in his home city of Porto as
a young teenager, and again at Milton
Court Concert Hall, in London, when he
studied film-making.
Dinis rarely missed any concerts in the
capital, armed with his subscriptions
for the Guildhall, Barbican and South
Bank. But it was a meeting with renowned
musician Yekaterina Lebedeva, as she
helped him prepare for a piano recital
back in Portugal, which was to change the
course of his life.
She pleaded with him to drop the
cameras and pick up the baton and study
at the Guildhall School of Music and
Drama, where he was to ignite his natural
talent and launch an extraordinary career
and achieve accomplishments he could
never have imagined. Now in situ in his
dream job on the banks of the River Tyne,
he tells Colin Young how he now intends
to share his passion for music across the
entire North East.

www.dinissousa.com

@dinispsousa / @RNSinfonia
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4Dawn And Dusk. A new day, a fresh
start and a new beginning.
The perfect choice for Dinis Sousa’s
debut as the Royal Northern Sinfonia’s
principal conductor.
The Sage Gateshead may still be empty,
but the first of its regular new Friday
night live stream concerts attracted
a worldwide audience, compelled by
an uplifting programme that included
Middlesbrough-born Dame Sarah
Connolly’s first performance with the RNS
for Berlioz’s much-loved Summer Nights
song cycle.
Ticket holders may not have been
able to fully appreciate, or even add to
the iconic acoustics of the Sage with
thunderous applause, but the orchestra
and one of Britain’s finest operatic voices
certainly did.
By the end of the final performance,
Prokofiev’s exuberant first symphony,
conductor Dinis Sousa looked drained
as he turned to the audience that wasn’t
there. Yet.
“Drained is probably the right word,”
laughs Dinis as we discuss the important
first appearance since his new role was
announced.
“It felt like we had achieved something,
that’s for sure.
“It was a difficult programme and the
first time we had played together since
Christmas, so there were lots of muscles
being exercised again for everybody.
“Prokofiev is a real work-out for an
orchestra. It’s so challenging and fast,
by the time you get to the end it is
exhilarating but it feels like…wow. You’re
exhausted.
“It was a long day too,” reveals Dinis.
“We had extra rehearsals because
of the streaming, three or four days
beforehand to get into the zone, focus on
the programme and rehearse.
“It’s quite an intense and complex
process because we don’t have much
time, and everybody has to pull together.
“But it is really fun at the same time.
“The programme was quite joyful but
the central piece, the Berlioz, is very
moving and intense.

“Towards the end, in the Prokofiev,
when you’d expect people to be getting
tired, there was this burst of energy and
they all gave as good as they had.”
“It’s cyclical; you can see players
reacting to each other, which increases
the intensity of the music-making. I
thought there was something special on
stage.
“Everybody exhausted all their energy
into it but that’s the way it should be.”
The concert in mid-April was the first
in the New Beginnings series at the Sage,
which is delivering alternate classical and
contemporary music via live streams.
The RNS are back on stage but the
Sage remains closed to live audiences
although, as pandemic restrictions are
lifted, they can slowly start to plan to play
in front of audiences again.
Venues across the world have
been mothballed for the last year but
established institutions like RNS, Britain’s
only full-time chamber orchestra, are
determined to meet the challenges of
coronavirus to provide for their desperate
and deprived supporters.
Dinis, who first appeared as a guest
with the orchestra in January 2020, says
musicians and conductors have had
to adapt to ensure they can continue
performing.
Even simple social distancing measures
have led to a different dynamic between
the musicians and conductors who, until
now, have literally been more in tune due
to their close proximity on stage.
He envisages long-term changes for
the industry, which could never have been
considered previously.
Dinis says: “Music is not just about the
great music that we play or how well we
play but also the people listening.
“In the moment of a concert there
are three of us – the composer, the
performers and the audience – and we
have to be in it together.
“We’re all very pleased to be
performing again but of course we miss
the audience.
“It is hard to connect to them through
the cameras, but I think we have all learnt

www.dinissousa.com

@dinispsousa / @RNSinfonia
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how to do it, which is why I speak before
each piece to make that connection.
“And there is a very different dynamic
for us, and we have had to make
adjustments.
“The conductor’s job is even more
important because of the social
distancing, which has had a real impact
on so many levels.
Dinis continues: “You cannot allow
yourself to relax and enjoy the music.
“Players are further apart, so there’s a
delay and anticipation required, which is
quite intense.
“The bassoons and clarinets are so far
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away that I have to shout now.
“We’re all in the same bubble, but it’s
harder to communicate because of the
separation.
“I love the fact that we’re playing live
like a concert so there’s that energy from
a live performance and if the audience
is not there at least we can try to bridge
that gap.
“A great audience that is attentive and
listening contributes to a concert.
“So an empty hall might be beautiful
in one way, because it provides a pure
silence, but actually it’s more magical
if there’s this charged silence with an

audience present.
“You can sense people reacting to the
music, especially when you have someone
like Dame Sarah Connolly performing,
who’s singing and facing the audience, but
actually looking out at empty seats and
has to imagine people listening at home.
“I’ve tuned into similar concerts and felt
excited, like I was going to a concert, but
it’s not the same.
“You don’t get dressed up, or go out to
meet friends, or make sure you have your
ticket.
“The main concern is making sure you
set up your computer.
“There’s a different sense of occasion
but we are just so grateful to be playing
at all.
“We would all miss it if we didn’t have
it.
And Dinis says he believes some of the
changes brought about by COVID-19 will
continue into the future.
“I think we’ll probably keep live
streams,” he adds
“If one good thing has come from
adversity, it’s that we are playing to a
wider audience, so my family, for example,
can watch from Portugal without having
to travel.
“If the audience cannot come to us, we
know now we have made a connection to
ensure we can always reach out to them.
“As we rebuild our regional touring after
this, people will hopefully be able to tune
in throughout the year, and see us live
when we go to places like Middlesbrough
or Carlisle.
“It’s actually very exciting and
something we couldn’t have envisaged.”
Dinis doesn’t come from a musical
background.
Although his father Jose Eduardo
played in a jazz band to fund his studies in
Brussels, his grandfather Henrique passed
on inspiration, and the piano, for his
incredible musical journey.
He was five when his grandfather
passed, and his old piano moved into the
family home.
He started copying Mozart and
Beethoven, experimenting with melodies
before his parents enrolled him in a

musical school in Porto.
The true enlightenment moment came
in London 15 years later, when he was
persuaded to quit his film-making studies
halfway through the course and pursue
his passion for music at the Guildhall
School of Music and Drama.
Dinis went on to study conducting with
Sian Edwards and Timothy Redmond at
the Guildhall and piano with Philip Jenkins
and Martin Roscoe.
He became assistant to Sir John Eliot
Gardiner, his boyhood hero.
It still led to a very different
conversation with his parents, however,

but he always had the belief that he was
on the right track.
“It was slightly awkward,” he says.
“But they could see it coming. I felt so
relieved, and it was completely the right
thing for me.
“I met a wonderful teacher called
Yekaterina Lebedeva, who taught me so
much and pushed me towards music.
“I loved music but somehow I thought I
wouldn’t make a career in it and she said,
‘if your heart is in the right place, you will
find a way’ – she was completely right.
“I did a conducting course and that
thought cemented,” continues Dinis.

“Music and actually conducting
and being in front of an orchestra did
something to me and made me feel
different – I felt electrified.
“But it was also about being in an
environment where everybody was a
musician.
“I had never experienced that before.
“In Porto, it was a hobby for many
people, not a career. They wanted to
become doctors or engineers.
“At the Guildhall. Though, everyone was
like me and loved music.
“Suddenly I felt I was not some crazy
kid anymore, and I was at my happiest
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Dinis Sousa

www.dinissousa.com

surrounded by other musicians who
shared my passion.
“It was a very special time.
“I joined Guildhall late, and I was
determined when I got there that things
would happen naturally.
“I was also lucky to meet Sir John and
become his assistant.
“It was a huge moment for me, because
he was my idol, and working with him was
completely life-changing.
“It was more than a dream come true.
“Usually you think these things will
never happen, but I got to work with
him, and he became a great mentor and
friend.”
Eight years ago, he helped found
Orquestra XXI, a collection of Portuguese
musicians once scattered across the
globe, who were united to perform an
array of concerts in their home country,
with Dinis at the helm as artistic director.
The orchestra has become like family,
performing a vast repertoire, from
Bach, to Beethoven and Brahms, world
premieres by Portuguese composers
and Radiohead-inspired pieces in an
abandoned football stadium.
He was awarded Knight of the Order
of Prince Henry, by President of the
Portuguese Republic in recognition.
And North East audiences can
anticipate similar diversity and range in
his role with the RNS for an initial three
seasons – because Dinis is living his
dream.
While he was captivated the first
moment he saw the RNS in the Sage’s
sister concert hall in Porto nearly 20 years

@dinispsousa / @RNSinfonia

ago, he could never have envisaged he
would one day be leading from the front.
He says: “That first concert in Porto
was amazing, though I was too young to
appreciate it.
“But I really felt this connection when
I heard them again in Milton Court years
later.
“I was completely blown away by it –
the intensity was unlike most concerts.
“It really stood out for me. It felt like
the music grabbed me by the neck with
this fiery intensity and the purpose of
everything felt so alive and exciting.
“When the opportunity came along in
January 2020 to conduct the RNS I was
super excited.
“I had a great time with them and
felt a real rapport between me and the
orchestra.
“And when they offered me the role it
was just an incredible piece of news and
not something I expected to get, ever.
“We did some nice work together, but
you don’t assume people will choose you
for something like that.
“It’s a huge deal for me and I’m just very
grateful.”
As well as his personal pilgrimage to
the Sage, which twinkles in the eye of
the Millennium Bridge with the other
Tyne bridges in the distance, there are
connections between the North East and
Porto, Portugal’s own city of bridges.
One of Portugal’s greatest authors, Eca
de Queiros, spent time here in the late
19th century writing some of his most
celebrated work on unrest in the North
East coalfields, and 100 years later former

miner Sir Bobby Robson coached Dinis’
father’s beloved FC Porto, in the process
mentoring a certain Jose Mourinho.
Dinis is looking forward to exploring the
area – and spreading the message of his
beloved music among us.
He says: “It’s been a tough year and will
continue to be tough and there will be
a few bumpy months ahead, but I get a
genuine sense of excitement around this.
“We’ll have to navigate the uncertainty
and we really want to reach out to many
more people and for them to come to the
concerts so that we are part of their lives.
“We’ll be entering a phase of reaching
out to lots of different audiences and
there’s a genuine buzz about these great
projects.
“It will still be a very exciting chapter.
“People might not realise they have
possibly the greatest concert hall in
Britain here,” continues Dinis.
“There isn’t anything in London at this
level. That is a fact, it is unquestionable.
“London would love to have a concert
hall like the Sage, because it has nothing
at this level of world-class acoustics, the
21st century building, the iconic design,
everything.
“We’re very, very lucky to have this.
“But this is not the end.
“The aim is to spread the message and
reach out.
“When you love something so much you
don’t want to just do it for yourself but
share it with as many people as possible
because you believe they will benefit from
having it in their lives.
“It really is as simple as that.”

51

Business_
Advertorial_ North East England Chamber of Commerce

Supporting a prosperous trading future
North East England Chamber of Commerce has launched a new customs clearance service
to accompany the suite of international trade services that support companies on everything
from customs clearances and export documentation, to networking around the world.

www.neechamber.co.uk
@NEEChamber

IN THE AFTERMATH OF BREXIT, ONE OF THE
principal roles of the new customs clearance team is to
help businesses who have struggled to navigate new
trading rules and help them to operate as usual, and
support their growth plans.
In addition, their role is to provide a service in
assisting with the projected shortfall of customs agents
for the annual requirement of 215 million additional
customs declarations needed to continue trade with
the EU post-Brexit.
The demand for services has led to the recruitment
of seven customs clearance specialists and an
experienced international trade manager, Alexandra
Stocks, who joins the Chamber from British Steel’s
logistics department.
“We offer a streamlined customs declaration
provision and have had great feedback from our
members about our proactive approach to problemsolving, which is supported by the British Chamber
of Commerce as well as a network of specialist
consultants,” says Alex.
“This enables us to offer additional support on a
variety of subjects including origin, VAT and customs
procedures. Our team is a great complement to all of
the other Chamber international trade knowledge and
expertise, stretching back over 200 years.”
One of the Chamber members that is utilising
the custom declaration team’s and skillset is Thorn
Lighting, based in Spennymoor.
Jonathan Winkel, of Thorn Lighting, says: “In the
past, we have used different customs service providers
for our import clearances to the UK. Against the
backdrop of Brexit and the sharp increase in shipment
volumes, we have decided to work with a strong
partner to ensure clarity and compliance for us. We
have found this strong partner in Chamber Customs.”
Steve Hayers adds: “It is tremendous to have the
customs documentation team on-hand when we are
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navigating new requirements for EU goods movements.
They have helped us to ensure our goods have been
kept moving on time. In summary, they have been a
great asset, helping us with import customs clearance.”
As well as customs services, the Chamber also has
an accredited international trade training programme,
a global business network, and arranges a series of
internationally-focused events.
Over the past 12 months, the Chamber has hosted
webinars with global business leaders, including the
managing director of BMW’s German plant.
To find out more about Chamber Customs, visit
www.neechamber.co.uk, or email global@neechamber.
co.uk

ChamberCustoms®
Navigating new trading rules can cause
frustrations and becoming an independent
customs territory means that UK businesses
now have to fill in more documentation to trade
overseas.
North East England Chamber of Commerce
now offers the ChamberCustoms(R) brokerage
service as an agent for the British Chambers of
Commerce.
The service ensures compliance, confidence,
clarity and capacity for import and export entries,
with direct links to all sea, air, rail and road ports
and terminals in Great Britain.
The brokerage service harnesses the reach,
expertise and knowledge of the British Chamber
network to offer a supportive, reliable service, to
ensure that your goods enter or leave smoothly
no matter where in Great Britain.
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International trade training programme
Employees can quickly be brought up to speed
on international trade with one day development
sessions, offering the ideal balance between
theory and practice.
The extensive training portfolio includes the
Accredited British Chambers of Commerce
Foundation Award in International Trade.
Courses provide invaluable skills for businesses
of all sizes.
For some businesses, bespoke training
solutions are better suited.
This offers the opportunity for industry experts
to provide tailor-made training in international
trade to meet your specific business needs.

and gain insight, helping your business to go
further.

Export documentation
Documentation is at the heart of international
trade and is essential to avoid contractual issues,
transport delays or difficulties getting paid.
The Chamber is certified to provide and
issue a wide range of international business
documents based on relevant export and import
requirements and trade regulations.
The Chamber’s international team process
around 20,000 documents each year, to facilitate
your exports from the UK around the world.

North East
England
Chamber of
Commerce
-

North East
England Chamber
of Commerce
is the region’s
largest member
organisation,
representing
around 3000
businesses. For
over 200 years,
the Chamber
has been helping
businesses and
individuals grow
their network,
knowledge,
influence and
reach.

Chamber Global membership
Global business network
When trading overseas there is no substitute for
on the ground insight and expertise. This is where
the Chamber’s global business network comes
in, with over 70 accredited British Chambers
of Commerce and business groups across the
world, to help you realise your global ambitions.
Through this network the Chamber supports
members by providing confidence, contacts
and clarity in foreign markets. Chamber Global
provides unfettered access to this network,
with opportunities to connect with key markets,
access operational support on trading challenges

Chamber Global is specially focused on
supporting those trading globally. It is designed
to save you time and money, with access to
specialist account management, optimum
discounts on training, customs and export
documentation and access to internationalfocused insights and events. Benefits also
include sign posting you to the most relevant
opportunities and providing you with expert
advice and guidance, helping you to grow and
trade worldwide. For more information contact
Richard Addison, email richard.addison@
neechamber.co.uk or call 0191312006
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Senior promotions strengthen
Muckle LLP’s legal team
Leading regional law firm for businesses Muckle LLP has
bolstered its team with a number of promotions.
www.muckle-llp.com
@MuckleLLP

MUCKLE LLP HAS STRENGTHENED ITS
award-winning team with four senior promotions,
including two new partners.
Deborah Lazenby and Lisa Kelly have made partner,
while Jennifer Pearson has been promoted to senior
associate and Stephanie Brown to associate.
Deborah joined the real estate team in 2017,
supporting clients in a wide range of matters,
including real estate acquisitions and disposals.
Specialising in complex corporate transactions,
secured lending and large property portfolio
management, her outstanding team management
and practical, commercial approach has been vital in
helping support clients, like Hays Travel, respond to
market opportunities quickly.
Deborah says: “I am delighted to have been
promoted to partner at Muckle.
“The team have provided invaluable support in my
development and I am looking forward to continuing
to be part of the growing and successful real estate
team, working with a diverse and exciting range of
clients.”
Lisa is consistently recommended by clients
for providing timely, practical and commercial
employment advice. Experienced in everything from
day-to-day employment issues to large scale projects
and corporate transactions, Lisa plays a pivotal role in
bringing Muckle employment law events and training
to the masses, speaking regularly to hundreds of HR
and business leaders throughout the North East and
beyond.
She says: “I feel hugely proud of Muckle, our
commitment to the community and the region.
“I join a leadership team that is 50:50 gender
balanced, and so in line with our values and ethos.
“I am excited to be part of the firm’s journey and to
continue helping to develop the employment team’s
success, working alongside our amazing clients.”
Jennifer is a self-confessed property geek and an
expert in dealing with all manner of property disputes.
Having joined the Real Estate Dispute Resolution
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team in 2017, she has been instrumental in establishing
a strong commercial property litigation offering and
has appeared in Legal 500 as a recommended lawyer
in this specialism since 2016.
She supports a UK-wide range of social housing and
large portfolio private landlord clients to resolve issues
and achieve results.
Jennifer says: “Muckle is a fantastic place to work,
creating a nurturing and progressive culture that
encourages its lawyers to thrive.”
Stephanie trained at Muckle, progressing to
associate in only three years.
As a respected corporate lawyer, she is part of
Muckle’s award-winning corporate team, helping
businesses with their sales and acquisitions, private
equity transactions and investments.
Stephanie says: “I’m very grateful to have worked
on a number of significant transactions throughout my
career at Muckle, and look forward to continuing the
success of the corporate team.”
Jason Wainwright, managing partner, adds: “I’m
delighted for Deb, Lisa, Jen and Steph.
“They are all exceptionally talented and massive
advocates of Muckle, our culture and service
approach.
“They also care passionately about the region
and are fiercely committed to keeping promises to
Muckle’s clients. Despite these challenging times, we
continue to invest in our team, helping develop and
reward our home-grown talent.
“They are all thoroughly deserving of their
promotions.
“Recognising our people is really important to us.
“We not only promote our best, but this year, in
contribution to everyone’s efforts, we are offering a
profit-share to all our people.”

Pictured, from left to right, are Jennifer Pearson, Jason Wainwright, Stephanie Brown, Deborah Lazenby and Lisa Kelly.
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TEESSIDE’S
FREEPORT STATUS:

A blueprint for a fresh
commercial dawn

When Chancellor Rishi Sunak
awarded Teesside freeport
status in his March Budget, it
marked a seminal moment for
the area’s industrial landscape,
which promises to deliver seismic
economic and employment
change.
According to findings from the
Tees Valley Combined Authority*,
Teesside’s new freeport holds
the potential to create more than
18,000 skilled jobs over the next
five years, while adding £3.2 billion
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to the local financial landscape.
But how does a freeport operate,
and what action needs to be taken
now to ensure it comes to fruition?
To find answers to those
questions, and a good number
more, North East Times last
month held a virtual roundtable
discussion, in conjunction with
CITY A.M. and our partners
Deloitte, Esh Group, Jackson
Hogg, PD Ports and Womble Bond
Dickinson, for business leaders to
offer their insight.
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SPONSORED BY:

THE PANEL INCLUDED:

Rachel
Anderson
-

assistant director;
policy (Tees Valley
and Energy),
North East
England Chamber
of Commerce

Andrew
Koss
-

chief executive UK
and Middle East,
Sembcorp

Richard
Ballantyne
-

chief executive,
British Ports
Association

Andy
Radcliffe
-

chief executive,
Esh Group

Simon
Crowe
-

director,
Corstorphine +
Wright Architects

Tom
Russell
-

UK operations
manager, TMD
Friction

John
Duns
-

director, North
East Times

Bill
Scott
-

co-founder and
chief executive,
Wilton Universal
Group

Stephen
Hall
-

senior partner,
Deloitte

Peter
Snaith
-

partner and head
of manufacturing,
Womble Bond
Dickinson

Richard
Hogg
-

chief executive,
Jackson Hogg

Ben
Houchen
-

Tees Valley Mayor

Jerry
Hopkinson
-

chief operating
officer and vice
chairman, PD
Ports

The panel
was chaired
by Alasdair
Nimmo, of
CITY A.M.
-

* Reference:
https://teesvalleyca.gov.uk/
teesside-freeport/
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LAYING THE FOUNDATIONS
FOR A NEW TRADING GATEWAY
As the dust settles on the Government’s decision to hand Teesside
landmark freeport status, work must now begin in earnest to turn the
vision into reality. But what needs to be done and where must industry
bosses prioritise their planning to ensure the necessary foundations
are in place for a successful trading future?

4Teesside has long been a byword for
industry.
From its iron and steelmaking
forefathers, whose endeavours helped
conceive iconic structures such as
the Sydney Harbour Bridge, to its
bustling shipyards of yesteryear and the
behemothic Imperial Chemical Industries
(ICI), the area – dubbed an “infant
Hercules” by Prime Minister William
Gladstone in the 1870s – has forever been
a totem of manufacturing muscle and
pioneering power.
It hasn’t been without its travails,
however, notably in October 2015
when Redcar-based steelmaker SSI UK
crumbled after a debt mountain, furnished
in no small measure by depressed prices
and Chinese imports, proved too high to
surmount.
With it went thousands of jobs, the
works’ idle and rusting blast furnace a sad
monument to the firm’s demise.
But Teesside’s industrial flame is an
eternal one.
Just as the area refocused when more
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than a century of steelmaking heritage
came to an end, when the shipyards
closed and when ICI’s dominance waned,
Teesside is again positioning itself to
grow.
For, as companies continue to export
the region’s manufacturing heritage to all
corners of the globe, they do so atop a
fresh wave of optimism.
When Chancellor Rishi Sunak
confirmed Teesside had gained freeport
status during his March Budget, it
represented a colossal economic and
employment boost.
Hailed for their potential in providing
tax reliefs, simplified customs procedures,
duty suspensions and streamlined
planning processes, freeports will,
says the Chancellor, “turbo-charge” UK
business in the post-Brexit landscape.
Indeed, no sooner had the ink dried
on the deal were bosses claiming
further success after Teesside beat off
competition from France for a 750-job
GE Renewable Energy wind turbine
blade making factory on the Teesworks

Collaboration
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THE TEESSIDE FREEPORT AT A GLANCE
Covering around 4500 acres, which is the equivalent to more than 2500 football
pitches, Teesside’s freeport boundary includes a number of sites, such as the Wilton
International hub, Teesside International Airport, the Port of Middlesbrough and the
Port of Hartlepool. It also includes the Teesworks development, the major industrial
zone currently being created on land where Redcar steelmaker SSI UK once operated.

Port of Hartlepool
Able Seaton Port
Teesworks

Liberty Steel
Wilton Engineering

2M
Wilton International
LV Shipping

Teesside
International
Airport
Port of Middlesbrough

development, the huge industrial zone
being created where SSI UK once stood.
Just days later, the celebratory tone
increased further, when news of
£52 million Government backing to
the Net Zero Teesside carbon capture
and storage project at Teesworks, to
accelerate work on removing heavy
industry emissions from the skyline, was
followed by plans from BP to create the
“UK’s largest ‘blue’ hydrogen production
facility”.
For Teesside, it means an area that once
supported the Industrial Revolution is now
spearheading an industrial evolution.

WHAT TYPE OF BUSINESSES
WILL BENEFIT FROM THE
FREEPORT?
Chancellor Rishi Sunak is used to serving
up policies that, to many across the wide

political spectrum, are unpalatable.
However, for someone who flopped
as a waiter when attempting to serve
chicken to vegan diners during an Eat Out
to Help Out photocall, his latest dish is
proving altogether more appetising.
And it all comes from a recipe he’s
worked on for some time – freeports.
Indeed, back in 2016, the Chancellor,
then simply the member of parliament
for the North Yorkshire constituency
of Richmond, penned ‘The Freeports
Opportunity’ alongside the Centre for
Policy Studies, which praised the potential
of such trading hubs as key engines for
growth in the post-Brexit period.
Five years on, Mr Sunak’s proposed
power pack has gone up through the
gears to the extent that, in early March,
he was able stand at the House of
Commons’ despatch box and announce a
raft of new English freeports.
Of the eight locations chosen, Teesside

grabbed the bulk of the headlines, both
for its standing as the largest freeport
in the UK at 4500 acres*, but also for
the Chancellor’s lionising of a region
full of companies that are “designing,
manufacturing and exporting incredible
new products and services”, and people
who are “optimistic and ambitious for
their future.”
But what kind of businesses stand to
benefit from the freeport, and how will
they, and their supply chains, become
compatible with the new development?
“The freeport is a massive opportunity
for business across the board,” says
Richard Hogg, founder and chief
executive at Newcastle-based recruitment
and outsourced talent services company
Jackson Hogg.
“We are already in touch with clients
that are considering it and private equity
operators that are looking at it as a
serious hub for investment.
“You bring in the engineering,
manufacturing, process sector and
offshore wind operators, but what about
the other things that follow?
“What about the accountancy – and
who does the finance, IT, marketing and
the PR?
“It goes further still, to the
accommodation providers and the people
providing lunches for those working in the
factories.”
He adds: “And the impact of securing
big corporates like GE Renewable Energy
is not to be underestimated, either.
“They have a magnetic pull for drawing
in other big names and businesses down
the line, and their presence can cause
an amazing ripple effect on the supply
chain.”
Stephen Hall, senior partner in
Deloitte’s Newcastle office, concurs
about the impact of Teesside’s new-found
freeport status.
“The freeport is across all industries,”
he says, “that is what is so beautiful about
this.
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TEES VALLEY MAYOR
BEN HOUCHEN

4“Teesside’s freeport status is
something we should all be proud
of.
“We are really fortunate, one
to bring this policy to a national
standard, secondly that we were
able to put together a very strong
bid that involved both the public
and private sector, and thirdly
that we were the first to be able
to demonstrate the benefits of
freeports to the UK.
“It is a really exciting time for us;
we’ve never had this before in this
region and at this scale, and now it
is all about execution.
“There is a huge amount of work
to get this up and running and get
the investors here.
“We must make sure everybody
benefits from the freeport; not just
the people that sit within it, but the
wider community and the supply
chain around it, which will benefit
the wider North East and North
Yorkshire as well, if not further
afield.
“It is almost one of those things
where you wish your life away; I
half wish I could fast forward six
months to when real construction
is happening on the ground and we
can see the benefits of the freeport
beyond the announcements.
“Getting spades in the ground
and seeing some physical delivery
on our sites across Teesside will be
fantastic for everyone.
“It is something that is long
overdue and well deserved for
everybody who helped get this over
the line.”
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“Freeport status is encouraging more
national businesses to have a footprint in
the North East.”
“It has put the Tees Valley on the map;
the movers and shakers in London have
certainly sat up and taken notice.”
Their enthusiasm is echoed by Rachel
Anderson, assistant director of policy
(Tees Valley and energy) at the North East
England Chamber of Commerce.
However, she says it is imperative
groundwork is started quickly to ensure
the local supply chain is in harmony with
the swathe of potential opportunities.
She says: “We had a similar experience
when the Hitachi trainbuilding factory
came to Newton Aycliffe, in County
Durham – there was a challenge to the
supply chain to meet its standards and
requirements.
“There needs to be good dialogue.
“We have some fantastic companies
in the Tees Valley and wider area,
which really should benefit from what
is happening in the freeport if they can
be linked up with companies like GE
Renewable Energy very early on.
“The organisations working in the
energy, advanced manufacturing and
engineering sectors – these are the
companies we really need to make sure
are in the supply chain.”

hard hats, the senior ministers’ trip was
more a photo opportunity than an indepth discussion about the complexities
of any freeport infrastructure.
Yet for all the flashing of cameras and
glare of outside broadcast lights, the
visit did serve as a reminder that with the
announcement having now been made,
action to ensure Teesside’s freeport status
becomes operationally tangible must
begin in earnest.

THE FREEPORT CONCEPT IS A
LONG-TERM COMMITMENT
AND NEEDS A GOVERNANCE
STRUCTURE PUT IN PLACE
THAT IS BALANCED,
TRANSPARENT AND
IMPARTIAL. WHAT NEEDS
TO BE DONE TO ENSURE ANY
GOVERNANCE INSTALLED
WILL WORK?

Jerry Hopkinson, chief operating officer
and vice chairman at Teesport operator
PD Ports, who accompanied Messrs
Sunak and Johnson on their waterborne arrival, says: “We need to ensure
operational credibility.
“We must also ensure there is
an independence of scrutiny and
governance over the freeport by highly
professional individuals who have a clear
understanding of business, how we can
market and develop the opportunity, and
how we can secure contracts and bring
them to fruition on Teesside.
“At the end of the day, this is not about
any individual’s or businesses’ parochial
self-interest; it is about levelling up the
fairly acute North/South divide.
“We need to get the operational and

In the immediate aftermath of Teesside’s
successful freeport bid, the Chancellor
– with Prime Minister Boris Johnson in
tow – embarked upon a whistle-stop tour
of the region, which included arriving in
ceremonial fashion aboard a vessel that
docked at Teesport.
Bedecked in high-visibility jackets and

Collaboration
governance structures right in order to max out and
optimise this tremendous opportunity.”

A KEY PART THAT WILL DETERMINE
HOW SUCCESSFUL A FREEPORT WILL
BE IS COLLABORATION TAKING PLACE
ACROSS THE BUSINESS COMMUNITY,
INCLUDING BOTH THE PUBLIC AND
PRIVATE SECTORS. HOW DO YOU THINK
WE CAN IMPROVE COLLABORATION
AND MANAGE POTENTIAL CONFLICTS
OF INTEREST SO WE CAN FOCUS ON
PROMOTING ALL OF THE FREEPORT
ATTRIBUTES IN THE BEST POSSIBLE
LIGHT?
Praising existing frameworks, which include
the Tees Valley Combined Authority that works to
drive economic growth and job creation through a
partnership of five local authorities across Darlington,
Hartlepool, Middlesbrough, Redcar and Cleveland
and Stockton-on-Tees, Mayor Houchen says a strong
infrastructure is already in place.
“One of the things I’m really proud of is that we work
really well together in this region,” he says.
“Furthermore, we are very fortunate to have the Tees
Valley Combined Authority as a public body.
“It can be an independent arbiter between private
sector perceived or real conflicts of interests in the
freeport zone – that is something we know other areas
are struggling with.
“We also have some great private sector partners
who understand they can share information with us as
a combined authority that we keep confidential – it is
very difficult to square that circle in other areas of the
country, and I think we have been able to accelerate
through some of the difficulties that other areas are
having.
“That means we are able to concentrate on the real
nuts and bolts, which are how do we operationalise it;
how do we get it up and running as quickly as possible;
and how do we all concentrate on attracting new
investors?”
Peter Snaith, partner and head of manufacturing at
law firm Womble Bond Dickinson, which has offices
in Newcastle, says the situation requires a balanced
approach.
He says: “One of the challenges on Teesside is that
we have got so much to offer; we’ve got multiple parks
and sites where companies could move into, and
many terminals where goods can be moved in and out.
“We need to make sure Teesside is shining
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“There are
a couple of
investors who
were looking at
bringing their
investment to
other parts of the
UK; because of
the freeport they
are considering
Teesside more
seriously.”

Tees Valley
Mayor Ben
Houchen

“People get the
tax benefits of
freeports. That
really stimulates
the private
businesses
and potential
investors because
they can see that
flow directly
through to their
financial returns
and it helps
them to make a
decision.”

Andrew Koss

the brightest.
“There will be conflicts of interest, but it is how you
manage them.
“We want to get investment on Teesside and then
balance that to make sure they go to the right place.
“We need to agree the best way forward, so we are
landing the inward investors first and sorting out the
high-quality problems of who is best to support them.
He adds: “We have individual businesses in the same
sector that don’t really know what is going on just
across their fences.
“We need to find the best way to pool that
information and then represent it, so that everyone
sees the strengths we have.”
For Bill Scott, co-founder of offshore energy, subsea
and marine sector operator Wilton Universal Group,
which is based over the River Tees from Middlesbrough
in Port Clarence, says it is time to “grasp the nettle”.
“It was a tremendous collaborative effort to secure
freeport status, and the key thing now is that we make
it happen,” he says.
“We got an amazing shout out from the Chancellor
during the Budget, and all eyes are firmly on Teesside,
not just in the UK, but across Europe and internationally
too.
“We have the largest industrial area in the UK on
Teesside and are used to binding together as an area to
work collaboratively on projects.
“But we need the combined authority and the right
people from the private sector to come together and
drive this forward to make sure it happens. We must
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start off with a short-term plan and follow it with a
medium and long-term strategy that encompasses
investment to training and everything in between.”
Simon Crowe, director at Darlington-based
Corstorphine + Wright Architects, which is supporting
work to renovate the former Steel House headquarters,
latterly used by SSI UK, on what is now Teesworks,
and transform the terminal building at Teesside
International Airport, adds: “The best success comes
from collaboration and partnership.
“It is a principle of understanding each other’s
processes fully, so that they can be sped up.”

HAS THE NORTH EAST GOT THE
CAPACITY AND EXPERTISE TO DELIVER
CONSTRUCTION WORKS THE FREEPORT
REQUIRES?
Just as in the black and white eras of Teesside’s
past heavy industrial hey days, to the present-day
kaleidoscope of its multi-faced manufacturing,
engineering, chemical processing, healthcare and
digital sectors, the need for talented and skilled
individuals remains essential.
But does Teesside have enough people to fulfil the
demands of its new freeport status?
Well, yes and no.
According to Mayor Houchen, at present there exists
somewhat of a dearth in numbers, which he says, while
presenting a potential problem in the short-term, also
represents a great opportunity.
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Highlighting the recently-launched Teesworks
Skills Academy, which works with, among others, a
raft of North East colleges and training organisations
to co-ordinate learning development with business
requirements, he says: “As of today, we do not have the
skills in place to fill the jobs that are coming.
“In the construction phase of Net Zero Teesside, for
example, they are saying they need 5000 workers by
peak construction at the back end of 2023 – we just
don’t have them.
“But it is a great problem to have.
“We could get labour from agencies and fill the jobs,
but this project is much more than that – it’s about
helping areas of social deprivation that have been left
behind for a long time.
“I want as many jobs as possible to go to local
people.
“We have put millions into the Academy; we have
thousands of CVs and they are split into people that are
ready for work tomorrow, those that need upskilling
and those that are not qualified to work.
“We can upskill them to an extent, but some of the
qualifications they need – such as practical experience
on site – requires the private sector to invest and bring
them on board.
“That might be an additional cost for business, but
in the long run it will help us fund the training and help
business retain a good quality employee for the longterm.”
Andy Radcliffe, chief executive at civil engineering
and built environment operator Esh Group, says the
region can fulfil its impending skills needs with the
correct measures put in place.
He says: “What needs to happen is something
transformational in terms of the pace at which we skill
our people.
“We don’t have the capacity and volume of
immediate skills to furnish this project as it stands, but
there are a lot of people out there who are hungry for
opportunity.
“We recently launched our Constructing Careers
programme to get people in construction and the first
wave will see 400 people put through it, 100 of which
are on Teesside.
“We expect to see a real good proportion coming out
and finding a ready-made route into construction and
contributing to this freeport initiative.”
However, he also says the talent will only fully flow if
local companies are able to tap into the procurement
process.
“The North East, and the Tees Valley in particular,

“The tax
incentives will
be attractive to
inward investors,
but they last for
five years and
it is all around
momentum that
builds in the area
from the virtuous
circle initially
attracting other
business.”

Steven Hall

“The sort of
projects at the
freeport are
high-profile and
are very attractive
to highly-skilled
individuals
elsewhere in the
country. It makes
attracting them
to our business a
much easier job.”

Simon Crowe

Collaboration

has an abundance of capable organisations that are
indigenous to the region and have the talent needed to
support construction works,” adds Andy.
“What is really important, however, is that these
businesses appear on the radar of procurement bodies
when they are looking to tender the works.
“Often, these large-scale, flagship construction
projects default to procurement routes that favour the
national or international contractors and overlook the
breadth and capabilities of our regional companies.
“These businesses have strong supply chains, they
employ locally, and they spend locally, with designers,
engineers and architects.
“It is important we give them a fair crack of the
whip.”
Jerry echoes Andy’s point on creating the foundation
stones for future skilled workers through training
schemes, highlighting PD Ports’ place in the delivery
of the High Tide Foundation, which provides work
experience and career programmes to schools, colleges
and young people.
He says: “We saw this problem looming about six
years ago, which is why we set up the foundation.
“A huge part of freeport status is the education
sector; without it, we won’t produce people with the
necessary skills to enable them to take advantage of
the opportunities.”
Rachel agrees, highlighting the innovative practices
of endeavours such as the Net Zero Teesside project.
She says: “These are very new jobs, with technology
that hasn’t been used before and is perhaps something
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“I wouldn’t
underestimate
the customs
easements
because they
are understood
internationally.
Furthermore,
when you are
an international
investor and can
see easements
on planning too,
that gives some
assurance and
helps attract
people to
make that final
decision.”

Richard
Ballantyne

the general public aren’t that aware of.
“We’ve therefore got to make sure teachers and
careers advisors are aware of what is happening, so we
get young people making the right decisions.
“Universities have a role to play too.”
“We need to create an environment where the rising
stars are coming out of the North East’s universities and
can see they don’t need to go to London to fulfil their
career ambitions,” says Bill.
Richard Ballantyne, chief executive at the British
Ports Association, the membership body that
represents operators nationally, adds: “It is a good
problem to have.
“There is absolutely a need for employers to come
together and work locally, regionally and nationally
with their partners and training providers.
“Freeports can focus minds, in terms of colleges and
employers, in knowing what is coming.”

HOW CAN THE FREEPORT SUPPORT
LOCAL SKILLS DEVELOPMENT,
EMPLOYMENT AND BUSINESS
GROWTH?
“This is where the key benefit of all this spins out, in
terms of providing employment for this generation and
the next, and putting money in peoples’ pockets to
spend here,” says Rachel.
“We have challenges ahead of us, with a lot of
people coming out of the pandemic and many of them
needing retraining.
63

The Round Table #2

X

RICHARD BALLANTYNE,
BRITISH PORTS
ASSOCIATION’S CHIEF
EXECUTIVE

4“A lot of people will talk about
how the UK used to have freeports,
so why do we need them again?
“These new devices and
easements are a lot more advanced
than what we saw in the 1980s
and 1990s, however, where the
focus was very much on customs
easements.
“What we are looking at now is
locations that benefit from a range
of easements, such as planning,
business rates tax and a number of
other instruments that are designed
to attract growth and inward
investment.
“What they can do is be real
enablers for job creation, whether
that is around the portside,
manufacturing, construction or in
skills training.
“It is very exciting for Teesside.”
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“There will also be people looking to
move sectors.
“But if we can capture them and make
them ready for these new jobs, that will
be a real bonus.
“The problem we are going to have is
around timing,” continues Rachel.
“What we can’t have is a lot of people
coming out of college fully qualified and
not necessarily having the jobs ready for
them, because we will lose them to other
areas.
“There is a conversation and job of
work to be had around how we can maybe
pool some employers together to train a
cohort, very much in a way that the old
ICI used to.
“If we can do that, then it means we can
retain skills on Teesside.”
Understanding the need to take action
around skills now is critical, agrees
Andrew Koss, chief executive for the UK
and Middle East at Sembcorp, which is
based on the Wilton International site and
supplies private wire electricity, utilities
and services to energy-intensive industrial
businesses on the commercial hub.
He says the private sector needs to
provide support to ensure firms can fish
from a deep talent pool, and believes it is
equally imperative the education sector
plays its part in alerting pupils to career
opportunities.
He says: “Teesside has a fantastic role
to play at the centre of the low carbon
economy – look at carbon capture and
storage, low carbon hydrogen and
industrial decarbonisation.
“But it is incumbent on private
employers like Sembcorp and others to
get together and say, ‘what are the skills
we need in the future?’ and making sure
through schools, colleges and retraining
that there are people in the region to fill
them.”
Peter continues: “We have many truly
world-class businesses on Teesside, some
very large and some SMEs.
“But we’ve got parents who don’t
realise the opportunities that are literally
just down the road and have school and
college leavers who don’t appreciate just
how fantastic the jobs are because they

are still stereotypically viewed to a degree
as being dirty and of hard labour.”

HOW MUCH RECRUITMENT
WILL BE NEEDED FROM
OUTSIDE THE FREEPORT
AREA?
“We have a strong industrial heritage,
particularly on Teesside, with the former
SSI UK staff, for example,” says Richard
Hogg.
“There are so many people that can
be reskilled; there is definitely capacity
within the oil and gas sector, for example,
for workers to be retrained in renewables.
“I’m also very excited to know what’s
going to happen with the old ICI
infrastructure and those roles that could
be linked to the hydrogen economy.
“However, with the types of industry
that are going to be moving on to the
freeport, it is inevitable people are going
to be attracted, specifically for mid-tosenior level appointments in particularly
niche roles.
“It will be a tremendous opportunity for
bringing in talent – good people like to
work with other good people.
“We’ve seen this already with
companies like Quorn and FUJIFILM
Diosynth Biotechnologies, which are real
success stories in the region.”
Acknowledging the need for workers
from outside the Tees Valley and wider

Collaboration
North East, Mayor Houchen nevertheless says he
believes a significant number of necessary staff can be
sourced from the region.
Reiterating the Teesworks Skills Academy’s potential,
he says: “Big investors want to know what the local
workforce is like, and if there are any gaps, what the
local area can do to help fill those gaps.
“That is something we can do through the Academy.
“What we are saying is, ‘why wouldn’t you use
the Academy, that is funded and can help you build
bespoke courses and qualifications, and means when
your factory opens you can then bring in the local
workforce?”
He adds: “Where it is something we can control,
I think it is right we can prioritise locally as much as
possible.”
Emphasising the desire for an indigenous workforce
where conceivable, Tom Russell, UK operations
manager at Hartlepool-based TMD Friction, says the
situation is made more complex by a continuing shift in
how local is defined.
He says: “You could look at local as being the people
in the street next to the factory, but the reality, in
this day and age, with the mobility of people, local is
probably within 50 miles.
“I’m a proud Teessider, so would love nothing
more than people from the area to benefit from this
massively.
“But it is not uncommon now for people to travel an
hour for a well-paid job.”
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“If you drop a
stone into a pool,
it creates a splash
and a number
of ripples. That
is how I see the
freeport working,
in terms of its tax
zone benefits,
for example.
The ripple will
go far and wide,
just like it has
around Nissan on
Wearside.”

Bill Scott

HOW WILL THE TEESSIDE FREEPORT
ANNOUNCEMENT BENEFIT THE WIDER
NORTH EAST ECONOMY?
“What we now
need to do is
trailblaze and
deliver the
opportunities
presented by
freeport status.”

Jerry
Hopkinson

Andrew is unequivocal on the economic advantages.
Highlighting the tax relief afforded by freeport
status, he says such lures will hook companies
to Teesside, which will bolster the region’s fiscal
environment and provide impetus and a template for
others to follow.
“The tax benefits last five years and are a fantastic
opportunity for us,” he says.
“The GE Renewable Energy announcement, for
example, is great because almost immediately we have
tangible proof of the freeport working.
“But we need to keep on with that momentum and
I believe that by taking advantage of these tax sites,
bringing in investors and building out the supply chains
behind that is really going to drive the momentum
behind making the freeport a success.”
Peter agrees, saying the attractiveness of tax-free
business sites will help introduce investors to the Tees
Valley’s many innovative operators – in the process
dispelling misconceptions about the area’s commercial
landscape.
He says: “The reason why new investors come to
Teesside is because they can plug into what is already
here and what is going to be here for years to come.
“A lot of the old industry that we have around us has
reinvented itself numerous times, such as FUJIFILM
Diosynth Biotechnologies and Quorn, which were born
out of ICI.
“We also have the likes of Alpek Polyester, Mitsubishi
Chemical UK and SABIC, which are at the epicentre of
plastics recycling.
“Those chemicals jobs are going to be at the heart
of the new and they are going to be the solution in the
war on plastics.”
Rachel says the economic benefits will be catalysed
if freeport status is married to pioneering research and
development.
She says: “We must not see the freeport as just being
great big sheds that house things.
“What will make the freeport a game-changer is if we
can bring research and development capability here to
sit alongside the manufacturing capabilities.”
Mayor Houchen adds: “This is going to benefit
companies from across the rest of the North East and
parts of Yorkshire too.
“We are all part of the same community and feed out
of the same pot.
“Ultimately, we are all in this together.”

* Reference: https://teesvalley-ca.gov.uk/teessidefreeport/
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Protecting our mental health from COVID-19
Professor Roger Gill, visiting professor at Durham University Business School, provides
lessons for leaders on managing the wellbeing of remote workers.

www.dur.ac.uk/business/
@DUBusSchool

IT HAS BEEN MORE THAN A YEAR SINCE THE
COVID-19 pandemic began.
In the UK, we have lived through three long national

their work, and they continued to do so.
However, our study also delivered some unexpected
results, which we believe provide key lessons for

lockdowns, spent countless hours working from our

leaders in helping to manage the mental health and

kitchen tables and makeshift desks while home-

wellbeing of those they are responsible for.

schooling our children, and been without the usual

While demographic factors, such as being employed

support of friends, family and colleagues due to

as an essential worker or being responsible for looking

ongoing social distancing.

after dependent children (all commonly understood

In the face of such unprecedented living and

to be the most stressful and difficult circumstances

working conditions, it’s hardly surprising the need

to be in during lockdown), certainly influenced how

to protect and preserve people’s mental health and

lockdown restrictions impacted on the respondents’

wellbeing has become a priority for those in charge of

lives, our study found no evidence to suggest these

our organisations, services and governments.

factors had any negative impact on the mental health
or wellbeing of those people we surveyed.

But where to begin?
A new study I have conducted in partnership with
Durham
University
Business
School
-

For more
information about
the research this
article is based
upon, please visit
psyarxiv.com and
search ‘ce84n’.
For more articles
on the Business
School’s research
into leadership
and other related
areas, visit www.
durham.ac.uk/
business/impact

Professor Matt Grawitch and colleagues at Saint Louis
University, in Missouri, may provide leaders with the
first steps.

In fact, these factors actually led to better wellbeing
outcomes.
It’s true that many workers were met with new
demands on their time during lockdown: needing

Impact of COVID-19
Together, we set out to better understand the

to learn new technologies in order to effectively
work from home, for example, or learning to

impact of ongoing COVID-19 restrictions on mental

navigate makeshift and hastily implemented working

health and wellbeing.

procedures.

By surveying people living and working across the
UK, mainland Europe and North America, throughout
June 2020, we were able to explore how various

And many also faced new challenges as they lost
out on essential financial resources.
However, the shift to remote working also created

demographic factors, individual differences and

a series of trade-offs for most people, which led to

leadership experiences had influenced how people

positive outcomes.

perceived COVID-19 to be impacting on their lives,

Those who previously faced lengthy commutes

and how these perceptions compared to the actual

found they benefited from achieving a better work–

impact the pandemic was having.

life balance – not to mention the reduction in their

Perhaps, unsurprisingly, our study found that
individuals who showed and reported high levels of
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Positive outcomes

expenses.
For many of those working part-time hours on zero-

resilience and adaptivity to the ongoing lockdown, as

hour contracts, faced with insecure work hours or

well as those who received effective leadership from

even furlough, we observed that the ability to qualify

their employers in tackling the challenges of remote

for financial support helped to ease the burden and

working, were more able to positively engage with

make life more manageable.
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But above all, the key to being able not just to

related wellbeing, particularly when new rules and

survive the challenges posed by lockdown measures

procedures (such as socially distanced office set-ups,

but to thrive under them was resilience.

long-term remote working and extended furlough) are

Our study holds a vitally important finding – that
resilience is more than merely a personality trait.
With the right tools and experiences, resilience can
be built.
For example, the participants who had been better

implemented in future.
Doing this will help to foster greater commitment
from employees and greater levels of respect between
the team, as well as building trust – all of which will
help employers to create working conditions that

prepared for long-term remote working by already

preserve the mental health and wellbeing of their

having flexible work arrangements in place prior

employees.

to lockdown were found to fare better than others,
regardless of personal circumstances.
It is this discovery that we believe provides vital

Helping staff to recognise signs of stress and their
causes, maintaining an open-door policy for discussing
problems, and providing training, such as managing

lessons for individuals, employers and governments in

workloads and time allocation, are all simple but vital

protecting people’s mental health and wellbeing in the

steps.

event of future pandemics and lockdown scenarios,
and indeed other kinds of crisis or emergency.

For governments

For individuals

learned little from how the first lockdown period

It sometimes feels as if our governments have
It’s important to understand where the pressure
points and stress factors appear in people’s lives and
the root causes of them.

impacted on our mental health and wellbeing.
With the exception of creating and allowing support
bubbles for vulnerable individuals and families, and

By increasing their personal resources – whether

helping to facilitate a wider range of financial support

time, energy or money – they can help alleviate the

for those in need, very little has changed policy-wise.

pandemic’s negative impact on their wellbeing.
Despite social distancing measures, those in need
do not have to struggle on alone.
Learning to seek and ask for help when times get
tough is absolutely crucial.

And that is a mistake.
While governments have rightly prioritised
monitoring COVID-19 infection rates, it is also vital
that they monitor society’s mental, physical and
work-related health status alongside this so that,
in the event of future pandemics and other crises,

For business leaders
Managers must make a conscious effort to

they’re able to better consider lockdown measures and
implement restrictions and public safety policies that

better understand how their employees’ individual

protect both physical and mental health as much as

differences and resources might impact on their work-

possible.
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House prices hit
all-time high in
April
The UK property market has
continued its impressive run
well into 2021, according to new
figures.
Online property portal
Rightmove revealed the average
asking price for a house in the
UK jumped by 2.1 per cent in April
2021, to a new all-time high.
At £327,797, the average asking
price increased by £6733 monthon-month.
House price inflation was
linked to a shortage of houses on
the market, with some potential
sellers holding off on listing their
properties for sale until they
have been vaccinated against
COVID-19.
An increase in people looking
to relocate to more spacious
properties away from the UK’s
cities was also cited as a major
factor.
The news followed the
introduction of a new
Government-backed mortgage
scheme to help first-time buyers
or homeowners secure a mortgage
with just a five per cent deposit.
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Knight Frank’s Ashleigh
Tokarski what exactly is
driving housing market
activity and whether the
good times are going to
last?

A seller’s
pandemic
Look at the UK housing
market over the last 12
months and you’d struggle
to believe we’ve been in a
recession. Estate agents and
conveyancers have never
been busier and house prices
have risen seven per cent
year-on-year. This inflation
is surely one of the most
unexpected side effects of
the coronavirus pandemic.
But when you think about
the extent to which
COVID-19 has caused us to
reconsider what we want out
of life, is it really any surprise
that real estate is red hot
right now? Richard Dawson
asks Newcastle Building
Society’s Stuart Miller and

4A booming housing market
inevitably invites comparisons with the
absurdities of the early 2000s, when
it seemed anyone with a bank account
could get a mortgage.
In fact, absurd is the perfect way
to describe the paradox of rising
house prices in the midst of a global
pandemic and health crisis-induced
recession.
But a closer analysis reveals things
are not so absurd as they seem.
Moreover, what is driving the
housing market right now is very
different to what was driving it 15 years
ago.
Rewind to 2006 and a heady mix of
cheap credit, poor regulatory oversight
and an insatiable appetite for risk
created a context where thousands of
homeowners across the UK took out

mortgages they could not really afford.
This was encouraged by some
lenders who, in the lead up to 2008,
started offering 125 per cent mortgages
so customers could buy a new kitchen
and bathroom, as well as a new home.
It was also possible to self-certify
how much money you earned back
then if you were self-employed,
allowing the borrower, and not the
lender, to decide what they could
afford.
The regulatory environment could
not be more different today, however.
Since COVID-19 hit the UK last
spring, banks and building societies
have promptly tightened their lending
and affordability criteria, becoming
much more selective about who can
access a mortgage and how much
security they need to put down against
it.
The self-employed and those with
small deposits have been frozen out
of the market as lenders, perhaps still
scarred by the 2008 global financial
crisis, have tried to figure out how
another recession could affect their
liquidity.
Yet despite all of this, house prices
have grown by around seven per cent
in the last 12 months, with lenders like
Newcastle Building Society actually
breaking records for new mortgage
lending in the second half of 2020.
This calendar year has started in
much the same fashion.
Average asking prices on Rightmove
grew by 2.1 per cent in April alone, and
the housing market looks every bit as
buoyant as it was in the early 2000s.
But what exactly is driving
activity this time around, if it’s not
an oversupply of credit and an
undersupply of regulation?
Well, on that question, there are a
number of things to consider.
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Outside in
Words by Ashleigh Tokarski,
associate, Knight Frank

4“There will be a levelling-off
of demand and prices and how
people view their home will
change.
“Due to the rise in working
from home, people will be
more willing to pay a premium
for a home with a larger
garden and/or an additional
bedroom or reception room.
“Rural locations are also
set to see a rise in demand
– previously a rural, less-wellconnected location may have
been out of reach for those
working full-time in an urban
setting, but that’s not so true
going forward.”

First of all, the Bank of England’s
base rate has been stuck at a record
low of 0.1 per cent since last March.
Lower interest rates keep the
cost of borrowing low, which means
banks can offer reduced mortgage
rates that more people can afford.
The holiday on stamp duty land
tax, first introduced last July and
now running through until September
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this year, has also injected fresh impetus
into the market.
Stuart Miller, customer director at
Newcastle Building Society, says: “What
the stamp duty holiday does is two things
– it gets people thinking about moving
when they weren’t, and people who
were planning on moving have probably
brought that decision forward.”
The release of pent-up demand is also
a key driver.
Between March and May last year,
real estate activity essentially ground
to a halt because of the first national
lockdown, meaning many property
transactions were delayed.
From June onwards, that pent-up
demand started to be released and the
housing market has never really looked
back.
“The pressure valve was released
as we started to come out of the first
lockdown,” adds Stuart.
Perhaps the biggest driver though,
and the one that looks set to stimulate
demand in the housing market for a long
time to come, is the extent to which the
pandemic has caused us to reconsider
what we want out of life and re-evaluate
our housing needs.
In the last year, moving to a new house
has increasingly become a vehicle for
people to bring about change in their
lives.
“The biggest impact on house prices
has been people reassessing their
lifestyle,” says Stuart.
“It has been people needing an extra
bedroom, needing a home office, moving
out of towns and cities and looking
for something more rural, or even just
wanting a garden or some outside
space.”

This is something which seems
obvious now. But 12 months ago, nobody
could have predicted just how much
our housing wants and needs would be
changed by the pandemic.
Another inflationary force driving
house prices at the moment is one that
has been around since long before
COVID-19 – a lack of new homes being
built to supplement the UK housing
supply.
Ever since council houses began to
be sold off in the 1980s, there have been
periods where there are not enough
homes on the market for the number of
buyers that want them.
We can see this happening today as
buyers compete for the few properties
that are available and drive up prices in
the process.
Stuart adds: “The Government is
coming up with all sorts of different
initiatives to try and help with this, but
it’s never got to its target of building
300,000 new homes every year.
“If you then consider that
housebuilders had to shut during the first
lockdown, that has also slowed down the
building of new houses.”
All things considered, should we really
be surprised at the way house prices
have risen over the last 12 months?
Ashleigh Tokarski, an associate at
Knight Frank, in Newcastle, says: “I am
not surprised that the housing market has
held up because the residential market
was in a good place before the pandemic
hit and people are always going to need
somewhere to live.
“What has surprised me more is the
extent of the boom.
“I think the Government’s early move
to provide financial support, particularly
the furlough scheme, has helped settle
people’s nerves and keep the market
stable.”
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Property

Outside in
Words by Stuart Miller, customer
director, Newcastle Building
Society

4“I don’t think we can assume

To be sure, the Coronavirus Job
Retention Scheme (CJRS) has boosted
confidence in the housing market
at a time when fears around rising
unemployment could have become a
major drag on activity.
The challenge moving forward is to
ensure that as the furlough scheme
comes to an end, we do not see vast
swathes of people locked out of the
market, as indeed the self-employed and
others have been so far throughout the
pandemic.
“There are more people than you
would think who fill out a mortgage
application and don’t tick all of the
boxes,” adds Stuart.
A new Government-backed mortgage
guarantee should help in this regard.
The scheme, launched on April 19, will
enable more lenders to offer 95 per cent
loan-to-value mortgages to people with
small deposits.
Stuart says: “We’re supportive of any
initiative, be it Government or other
lenders, that looks to try and help people
get on the property ladder.”

As things stand, the outlook for the
housing market in the year ahead is one
of cautious optimism.
On the one hand, many of the negative
economic consequences associated
with the pandemic have yet to play
out, in part because of the success of
Government schemes.
But when the furlough scheme and
stamp duty holiday come to an end this
September, things could change quite
quickly for the housing market.
On the other hand, the trend towards
people re-evaluating their housing needs,
together with low interest rates and a
depleted housing supply, could stimulate
the market for years to come.
Who knows, in another 12 months, we
may all be pining to be back in our city
centre apartments, commuting to the
office every day and forgetting all about
our newfound love for gardens, coast and
countryside.
But one can’t help but feel that
many of the changes brought about by
COVID-19 are here to stay.
Stuart says: “High unemployment is

that the level of house price
increases we’ve seen can
last forever – they can’t. But,
hopefully, we can come through
in a reasonable state.
“You want to be optimistic for
the country and the North East,
and I think it’s important we
remain confident in the region
and confident in our ability to
rebound – but we have to tread
with caution.”
one of the big risk factors for house
price falls moving forward, so we
plan for the worst, but our best view
at the moment is a slowing down of
house price inflation, rather than a
correction.
“There remains the risk that we do
get a correction, but I think if we can
get a soft landing out of COVID-19,
then we’ll probably just return to
normal, steady and consistent levels
of house price growth.”
Ashleigh adds: “We are yet to
see the full impact of the pandemic
on the economy and any rise in
unemployment will feed through to
the housing market.
“House price growth will slow but
it will be nominal.”
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MAKING AN AUCTION HOUSE A HOME

www.iamproperty.com

@iampropertyuk

Would you sell your property by auction? It’s a question
many homeowners never really think about – they just
engage their local estate agent and let them take care of
the rest. Newcastle-based iamsold, part of iamproperty,
however, is asking that question afresh and pushing ahead
with its plans to shake up the real estate industry and
promote the benefits of auctions for agents, sellers and
buyers alike. Richard Dawson asks iamsold managing
director Jamie Cooke how the company’s modern method
is bringing auction into the mainstream and finds out all
about the life and career of one of the North East’s most
successful young entrepreneurs.

Words by Richard Dawson

4If someone asked you to draw an image

Photography by Christopher Owens

of a property sold by auction, chances are
you’d draw a house that was run down,
packed full of rubbish with rotten walls
and a tree growing out of the roof.
Programmes like BBC One show Homes
Under the Hammer are central to this
popular perception.
The daytime TV series follows a
predictable format where a typically
dilapidated home goes up for sale, is
bought for a cut price at auction and
then renovated on the cheap before a
local estate agent comes to revalue the
property and tell the buyer just how much
profit they stand to make.

It makes for a cathartic hour watching
new life being breathed into neglected
homes, but it’s not really a fair reflection
of what the property auction process is
like.
“What it doesn’t tell you is the story
of the seller who needed to sell quickly
for one of a million reasons, got £10,000
more than the reserve and a secure sale
that went through in a time frame that
met their needs,” says Jamie Cooke,
managing director of iamsold, part of
iamproperty group.
The stigma around selling property
via auction is something Jamie has been
battling since he first set up outsourced
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far from clear that Jamie would follow the
same path as a youngster, with a career
in the military looking more likely at the
time.
Campbell College has one of the largest
cadet forces in the UK and is a prime
recruiting ground for the armed forces.
Jamie took a lot from his time with
the cadet force and was a talented
marksman competing in target shooting
competitions across the country.
He’s glad, though, that he didn’t take it
any further.
“I thought of joining the army when
I was younger and, for a number of
reasons, I’m glad I didn’t,” he says.
“It’s not conducive to family life and not
particularly conducive to wealth creation
either.”
Moving to Newcastle to study at
Northumbria University in 2003, Jamie
had his sights set on a new target – the
real estate industry.
He says: “Property is one of those
things where everyone needs a roof over
their heads, there’s always going to be a
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The 2008 global financial crisis actually
turned out pretty well for the two real
estate graduates in the end, though, as
it gave them the time to work on a new
business venture together to make it a
success.
Jamie explains: “In 2009, the market
was really sticky, prices were depressed,

O

market and there’s always huge variety
in it.”
It was during a placement year on the
commission desk at Pattinsons Estate
Agents, while studying to be a chartered
surveyor, that Jamie’s future in the
industry was cemented.
He recalls: “I remember going and
picking up commission bidding forms
for someone who wanted to bid on a
property but didn’t want to be in the
room.
“He gave me all of his legal forms, and
copies of his ID and then just gave me a
blank cheque and said, ‘fill it in once I’ve
won’.”
The lot sold for £1.8 million, with a
22-year-old Jamie shouting the winning
bid to a room of 300 people, who all
promptly turned around and looked at him
inquisitively.
“Spending other people’s money on a
commission desk is great fun,” he adds.
The time when Jamie was cutting his
teeth as a real estate professional was
a time when the housing market was
running hotter than it ever has before.
The early 2000s saw the convergence
of low interest rates, soaring house prices,
lax credit regulations and high consumer
confidence.
“At that time, you were just picking up
the phone and selling properties,” says
35-year-old Jamie.
As we know now, the good times were
not to last, and when Jamie graduated in
2008, he found himself stepping into an
entirely different situation.
Fortunately, he had kept his job at
Pattinsons part-time while he was
studying and became full-time soon
afterwards.
Business partner and iamproperty
group managing director Ben Ridgway
was not so lucky, despite having just done
a placement at multi-national real estate
company Cushman & Wakefield.
Ben ended up taking a job at
construction company Tarmac working in
its quarrying division.
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auction services company iamsold with
business partner Ben Ridgway 12 years
ago.
But his interest in real estate goes back
a lot further than that.
Growing up in County Down, Northern
Ireland, Jamie comes from a family of
entrepreneurs who have a lot of property
development experience, as well as being
owner-managers of businesses.
Educated at Campbell College, a
grammar school for boys in Belfast, it was

Jamie Cooke

and it was very much a buyer’s market.
“To be fair, that was probably why
it was such a great time we launched
iamsold when we did because estate
agents were looking at ways of
diversifying their income streams.”

Jamie and Ben launched iamsold in
2009 as an outsourced property auction
solution for estate agents looking to
offer a wider range of services to their
customers.
In part because of the stigma attached
to the process, only around two per cent
of property transactions in the UK are
completed via an auction.
The other 98 per cent are completed
on a private treaty basis where the
property is marketed, viewings are
taken, an offer is made and accepted and
then the transaction goes through the
conveyancing process before hopefully
reaching completion.
The traditional auction process is very
different, typically completing in a much
shorter time frame with the exchange of
legal contracts and funds all having to
happen within two weeks of the banging
of the gavel.
Jamie says: “It’s a very rigid process,
a very good process, but it doesn’t
necessarily lend itself very well to the
residential market because, if you’re
asking buyers to exchange immediately
and complete within two weeks, you’re
potentially only targeting serious investors
or cash rich individuals.”
This is why Jamie and Ben created
the modern method of auction (MMoA),
which is a hybrid between private treaty
and the traditional auction.
The MMoA allows 56 days from the
close of an auction for a deal to be
completed, which gives the buyer ample
time to access high street finance and
gives the seller a fixed timescale to get
their property sold.
The modern method has been
enormously popular with estate agents,
with iamsold now boasting a network of
around 3000 agent branches across the
UK that use it for auctions.
It doesn’t cost estate agents anything to
use the outsourced auction service, with
iamsold splitting the commission with the
agent only when the property is sold.
Jamie explains: “iamsold is a business-
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to-business brand, so what we say to
agents is, ‘you’ve got the local presence
and local knowledge, so you build your
brand and your range of services locally,
and we’ll be the engine of your auction
department in the background’.
“’We’ll not charge you any money,
we’ll do your staff training, we’ll give
you the technology, we’ll give you the
point of sale, we’ll give you an account
management team and actually, we’ll do
the work on any instruction’”.
“We just ask for half the fee when we
sell the property.”
It would be an understatement to say
this way of doing business has been
successful.
iamsold is now the biggest residential

L

auction house in the UK, and has been for
the last five years.
The company sells more lots than
anyone else nationally and last year sold
twice as many as its nearest competitor.

Every year for the last decade, revenue
growth has been in the double digits and
headcount has risen at a rate of 20 to 30
people per year.
Such growth has seen the company’s
services expand under the iamproperty
umbrella, which Ben leads as group boss.
iamproperty incorporates a compliance
division that helps estate agents navigate
anti-money laundering legislation and
a specialist conveyancing arm called
Medway Law.
“I believe we’ve made some serious
change in the industry in terms of the
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adoption of auction, spearheading
the MMoA and that now becoming an
industry-wide disposal method,” says
Jamie.
“Now, we want to bring auction to the
mainstream.”
iamsold is already the market leader for
residential auctions so what the business
is trying to do now is chip away at the 98
per cent of property transactions that still
take place on a private treaty basis.
To make it happen, the company has
signed deals with two other industry
leaders in Zoopla and Rightmove.
Jamie explains: “We believe auction
has huge benefits for certain sellers and
certain buyers and that low adoption is
very much down to a lack of consumer
knowledge.
“So, we have an exclusive deal with
Zoopla and are the first to do a deal with
Rightmove that will drive wider adoption
and wider consumer knowledge of the
benefits of auction.”
As of this month, iamsold has
integrated its technology with the
real estate platforms to make it easier
for prospective buyers to see which
properties are up for auction and learn
more about the auction process.
Given the levels of interest in property
as a result of the coronavirus pandemic
and the millions of people browsing
Zoopla and Rightmove every day, it’s
a perfect opportunity to shake off the
negative connotations around auctions
and shake up the real estate industry.
Jamie says: “The market is red hot at
the moment, things are just selling so
quickly.
“Working from home is causing people
to re-evaluate what they want, and I think
that is what is driving the market.
“There’s also a serious amount of pentup demand.”
All of this is music to the ears of
iamsold, which is reporting increased
interest in its MMoA for properties where
there is a lot of demand.

@iampropertyuk

“In some cases, we’re finding it might
be better to slow down the marketing
process and build the auction pack and
then let people fight for the property
and realise the best value for the seller,”
explains Jamie.
Looking ahead, Jamie says iamsold and
iamproperty remain firmly on the growth
path.
The group took some private equity
investment in 2019 and has been growing
out its divisions since then.
The latest venture – movebutler – is
a first-of-its-kind innovation for private
treaty transactions and the brainchild of
Ben.
The group is also actively recruiting
for 25 different roles and is well on its
way to no longer being an SME when its
headcount surpasses 300.
“It’s been a great journey,” adds Jamie,
“but we’ve still got a long way to go.”
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LAST WORD

The Last Word

Jeni
Smith

Closing this month’s issue of North East Times, Jeni Smith, founder and networking strategist at Networking
KnoWho, puts forward her ideas about how a hybrid model combining in-person events with remote
networking can ensure that professionals have access to a global audience without losing the personal touch.
www.networkingknowho.com										

4Business events have changed dramatically over the past
12 months as a result of COVID-19 prohibiting face-to-face
interaction. What is one game-changing idea that will ensure
networking remains an important part of the post-pandemic
business landscape?
Being forced to adopt new technologies over the last 12 months
has highlighted the benefits of remote networking. It’s time
efficient, cost efficient, and takes away the need for travel, thus
opening the world up as a networking playing field.
However, it has also highlighted the value of meeting in-person.
As the novelty of remote meetings and events wears off, we’re
realising it’s just not the same as connecting face-to-face.
We miss the atmosphere, the bustle, the human contact, and
we want it back.
Moving forward, there is most definitely space for both remote
and in-person networking to complement each other.
The new ‘hybrid’ offering of hosting in-person events with the
opportunity for people to also dial-in remotely is a networking
game-changer, and something I doubt would have been on the
cards was it not for COVID-19. Not for some time at least.
The logistics of hosting such events that equally engage both
in-person and remote delegates is still up for debate, but the
ability to open any event to a global audience is a really exciting
prospect.

4What can we learn from the way business networking has
been delivered over the last year?
I think the last year has really highlighted how valuable our
personal and professional relationships are.
People will always find a way to connect – we need to connect
– and when in-person was taken away, we turned to technology to
facilitate those connections.
Having to facilitate networking remotely has really pushed hosts
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to become more creative with how they engage their audiences.
Networking remotely means we have 101 distractions around us;
the doorbell goes, kids running around, our mobiles, social media
and emails at our fingertips.
Keeping delegates’ attention to enable them to get real benefit
from networking events has been challenging to say the least.
But challenge breeds innovation. Not only have we seen the
tech develop over the last year, but also the way hosts engage
with their delegates and the way delegates engage with each
other.
I’ve no doubt we’ve all had to up our game due to lockdown,
and I’m excited to see how that seeps into in-person events
moving forward.

4What do you mean by strategic networking and why do
you think this is important for business and professional
development?
Everyone knows the power of networking, knowing the right
people and building effective relationships, yet most businesses
don’t implement a strategy in order to harness that power.
Networking strategically is all about being time and cost
efficient in your networking activities to improve ROI, and
effectively achieve your networking objectives.
In the words of Simon Sinek, it all starts with the ‘why’: Why are
you networking? What do you want to achieve? Who do you need
to meet to achieve your goals?
Having a clear networking strategy empowers people, and
businesses, to efficiently attend the right events, to meet the right
people and to have the right conversations in order to achieve
their objectives; both personal and professional.
Not only does this save valuable time and money, but it also
speeds up the process of achieving goals and opening doors to
new opportunities.
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