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

Charlotte & Sophie Wilson

Actively pursuing success

EST. 1981

ISSUE 441

2

3

North East Times Magazine
The power of print_

No

North East Times Magazine
The power of print_

441
The power of print

4

5

North East Times Magazine
The power of print_

North East Times Magazine
The power of print_

THE POWER
OF PRINT
6

7

North East Times Magazine
The power of print_

North East Times Magazine
The power of print_

The print v digital debate is not a new conversation.
And the perceived demise of print has been welldocumented over the past couple of decades. But as
a newspaper design graduate, why do I, and so many
others, still have such an attachment to print?

4We have all seen, and indeed been
part of, the shift to a new digital age.
Yet clients continue to invest in print, so
what is it exactly that makes it so unique?
In this, we need to consider how the
physical nature of print can be worked in
a way that other mediums cannot.
It can deliver an interactive experience
through touch, sight and smell, and
can evoke the feeling of being part of a
bigger collective, or community.
We live in a world of diminishing
attention spans. So how can an
advertiser capture your attention, and
keep it?
With print, there is a sense of time and
purpose; taking a moment out of your
routine to give focus on something that
feels a bit less ordinary.
And when so many of us look at a
screen all day, it’s a perfect distraction.
As a regional voice for business, a
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localised audience is incredibly valuable,
and print marketing is key to this. What is
your message and who are you trying to
communicate to?
A print product can put your business
in front of a targeted demographic, so
you know exactly who is giving their
attention.
Earlier this year, we conducted
a market research project, with
regionwide business partners openly, and
importantly anonymously, sharing their
views on the values of North East Times
Magazine.
The research reflects the unmistakable
move towards digital in every aspect of
media consumption.
However, the feeling we garnered is
that, above all, print stands for trust,
integrity and quality; a rubberstamp of
approval from the North East business
community.

I think trust is important here, and
there is much research striving to
understand the perception of the printed
v digital word.
The print format has been researched,
considered and resourced.
And when a business has a lot
to communicate, a post limited by
characters or a flash of information,
albeit impactful, doesn’t provide the
same room to explore a considered
viewpoint.
This is where long-form journalism
shines, and you can articulate your
brand’s story.
As decision-making becomes ever
more complex, this information is
vital to demonstrate value proposition
and encourage cognitive thinking and
problem solving.
Considered wording with crafted
branded advertising may provide the

turning point for your relationship
building.
Long-form print journalism can
also support your business to provide
understanding of how you are delivering
on your promises. Perhaps seeing this in
print feels more resolute and committed?
On balance, digital communication can
produce cost-effective and instantaneous
results, and has huge potential to scale
through digital networks that print
undeniably does not.
But are we reaching a tipping point,
where our familiarity with digital and the
resulting noise is beginning to blunt its
effectiveness?
You can’t compare the reach of digital
to the reach of print.
I would encourage marketers to be
having a conversation around objectives
– what do you want to achieve from a
campaign? That is where print can make

a difference.
And it doesn’t have to be one or
another. In fact, such a binary approach
could end up being counterproductive.
In an ever-changing landscape, we need
to think differently. Every channel should
work together as part of an integrated
omni-channel strategy for long-term
value.
There needs to be an element of
intuition in campaign-led marketing
because sometimes that’s when the
magic happens.
Ultimately, print needs to find a way to
exist in an increasingly digital space.
That doesn’t mean you have to
translate print to digital, it’s just about
how to exist in harmony.

Pete Mallon
Managing director
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Entrepreneurial success has long been predicated on courage and resilience, and
as we continue to emerge from the COVID-19 pandemic, Steven Hugill sees
harnessing such spirit as integral in helping to return life to the kind of normality
we once knew…

Regarding advertisements will only be
considered for up to a week after publication.
Advertising must be received by the 12th of the
month. No responsibility is accepted for errors.

4Entrepreneurs, by their very nature,
are ahead of the curve.
So, when we all decamped from the
office last year, it’s fair to say many
looked upon us, and our array of
makeshift desks, with knowing glances.
They had, after all, been there, done
that and worn the t-shirt of turning
the spare bedroom and kitchen table
into the workspace to ensure their
commercial endeavour continued.
Every entrepreneur has a different
story to tell, be it their product or
service, the size of their venture or the
funding streams that catalysed their
dream.
Their narratives, though, are always
bound by one, fixed chapter – starting a
business is monumentally difficult and
needs a good deal of resilience.
Two people who know all about the
toughness required to succeed are
sisters Charlotte and Sophie Wilson.
Having spotted a gap in the
market for womens’ activewear while
holidaying in Ibiza, the sisters’ threeyear-old company YANA Active – which
they are nurturing while holding down
full-time jobs – is building an increasing

commercial presence, despite the
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic.
Atul Malhotra’s story is at the other
end of the spectrum yet is no less
enduring.
The son of Meenu Malhotra, who
moved from India to Newcastle as a
teenager and later founded property,
leisure and care sector operator
Malhotra Group, Atul’s tale highlights
the fortitude needed to not only gain
a foothold in the marketplace but
navigate further stepping stones to
success.
It also speaks of how start-up
companies can grow into much larger
entities and leave tangible lasting
legacies on people and places.
Courage runs like a thread
through another of our features – the
remarkable life story of Christian
Townend.
A decorated military veteran, whose
service sheet lists time in the Persian
Gulf and Croatia, where he saw some
particularly harrowing sights, Christian
rose from a raw, 16-year-old Royal Army
Medical Corps recruit to an integral
member of the medical planning team

during invasions of Afghanistan and
Iraq.
He was also once the personal nurse
of former Nazi Party deputy leader
Rudolf Hess when the latter was
detained in Berlin’s Spandau Prison
following the Second World War.
Now, as chief executive of Newcastle
GP Services, Christian is using his
experience and expertise to help with
the roll out of the COVID-19 vaccine
across the city.
Elsewhere, we look at the Labour
Party and attempt to map out what it
needs to do to rediscover voter support
following its travails during recent
elections.
And, staying on the theme of politics,
re-elected Tees Valley Mayor Ben
Houchen tells us about his plans for his
next term in office, and we hear from
think tank IPPR North why his blueprint
– and any for the wider North East –
must commit to levelling up the gender
divide following the health crisis.
I hope you enjoy this issue.
Steven
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A less uniform approach
to workwear attire

As the UK seeks to move forward from national lockdowns
and social restrictions enforced by the COVID-19
pandemic, so too must it make concerted progress across
gender equality, says IPPR North’s Amreen Qureshi.

It is difficult to imagine how organisations would have
continued to function during the coronavirus pandemic
were it not for cloud-based applications like Microsoft
Teams, Zoom and Gmail.

As chief executive of Newcastle GP Services, Christian
Townend has played a crucial role in the region’s fight to
overcome COVID-19. But his story goes much deeper.

p. 062-065
p. 066-073

Going ‘business casual’ for major meetings and
conferences may be in vogue in 2021 but it is not for
everyone. Certainly not in the House of Commons, even
the online version.

A year of lockdowns has had a major impact on all
businesses. And it’s been particularly difficult for those
who created their own companies just before COVID-19
first hit in March 2020.

Words by Colin Young

Words by Colin Young

Words by Steven Hugill

p. 048-055

Giving back is an inherent part of human nature, and
nowhere is it perhaps more discernible than at
Newcastle-based property, leisure and care sector
operator Malhotra Group.

Words by Richard Dawson

Accenture x North East Times campaign

Words by Amreen Qureshi
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Lasting legacies

Ordinary people in
extraordinary places

First in the cloud

Why deeds and not words
matter to North East
women
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Funding helps £210 million
health venture take next
steps

Business briefing
Your curated guide to the latest news, views, trends
and technologies shaping the economic and business
landscape of the North East.

“Transformational” rail blueprint revealed as more
Government jobs arrive
Transport
Regeneration bosses have revealed
fresh images of a planned £100 million
railway station revamp they say will
deliver “transformational” countrywide
connections for a town set to welcome
more than 1300 Government jobs.
Darlington Station is primed for an
overhaul that will include extra platforms
and a new transport interchange.
Officials say the improvements, backed
by Tees Valley Mayor Ben Houchen and
the Tees Valley Combined Authority
with £25 million, will bolster national
connectivity via the East Coast Main Line
They say they will also strengthen local
commuter links, which will be crucial as
Darlington readies itself to host a 1300job, multi-department Government hub.
It was last month confirmed 125
Department for Business, Energy and
Industrial Strategy roles will switch from
London to Darlington over the coming
years, joining 1250 previously-announced
positions across Treasury staff and
international trade operations.
The station work, earmarked for
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completion by December 2024, will add
three platforms to accommodate current
and additional services.
An upgrade to the Victoria Road
entrance and car park is also planned,
as are new road layouts and pick up and
drop off points and wider pavements
Mayor Houchen said: “The
development will be transformational for
our region.
“And with the town set to host new
Government workers, and as lockdown
restrictions are lifted to allow travel for
leisure as well as business, it is only right
we have a station that is fit-for-purpose.”
Bosses say they hope to conclude
construction work on the station – known
locally as Bank Top – in time for 2025’s
200th anniversary celebrations of the
Stockton and Darlington Railway.
Heather Scott, leader of Darlington
Borough Council, added: “These are
once-in-a-generation changes that will
help drive our plans to make Darlington
and the rest of the Tees Valley a place
where people want to live and work.”

Healthcare
A potential £210 million national
science and healthcare project
has secured initial funding to
develop its plans.

Atom unveils fresh
SME support
Finance

A North East mobile lender
has gained industry approval
to deliver extra financial aid to
companies seeking to rebound
from the COVID-19 pandemic.
Durham’s Atom Bank is
supporting firms through the
Government-backed Recovery
Loan Scheme (RLS), which
provides businesses with cash
backing to stimulate investment
and growth plans.
Bosses say Atom will offer
secured loans of between
£250,000 and £5 million through
RLS, via its network of 200-plus
independent brokers across the
UK.
The move – accredited by the
British Business Bank – builds
on the lender’s assistance to
companies under the Coronavirus
Business Interruption Loan
Scheme.
Paul Elliott, head of mortgages
and business lending, said:
“Ever since we started lending
to UK SMEs in 2016, we have
been committed to supporting
business owners.”
He added Atom, which was
founded in 2014 and has no
high street branches, has built
a business lending book worth
more than £725 million.

The Early Diagnostics Institute
(EDI) aims to create five earlystage blood tests using machine
learning techniques that will be
trialled and rolled out across the
NHS.
Targeting diseases particularly
associated with ageing – cancer,
diabetes and dementia – it plans
to work with regional NHS trusts
and universities and operate
from sites in Newcastle and
Darlington.
To boost its work, the
endeavour has received
a £50,000 grant from the
Government’s Local Growth
Fund, via the North East Local
Enterprise Partnership, as it
applies for £210 million support
from the Government’s Advanced
Research & Invention Agency,
Grand Challenges and Levelling
Up funds.
Will Dracup, EDI chief
executive, said: “I am convinced
EDI can make a massive
difference to healthcare, not just
in the UK but worldwide.”

Approval for £3 million park
extension

VRAI to create jobs in £2.5 million
investment

Development

Technology

Plans have been approved for a £3 million
County Durham industrial park expansion.
Commercial property developer Priority
Space has secured backing to deliver 14
units on Number One Industrial Estate in
Villa Real, on the outskirts of Consett.
Building work is expected to start later
this year.
Lee Buchanan, director at Priority
Space, said: “Our aim is to provide welldesigned, high-spec units for emerging
and expanding businesses.
“We know there is demand for units
of this size in the area and look forward
to the development supporting the
North East’s economic growth and
regeneration.”

A data-driven simulation company aims to
create up to 30 jobs through a £2.5 million
fundraising drive.
Gateshead-based VRAI says it needs
workers to meet rising global demand
for virtual reality training in the postCOVID-19 era.
Bosses say the investment will allow the
recruitment of staff across areas such as
behavioural and data science, and sales
and customer support.
Pat O’Connor, VRAI co-founder and
managing director, said: “Simulation
training was only available to elite roles
such as pilots and surgeons until recently.
“But we are raising investment so we
can bring it to whoever needs it.”

Enviresearch to go to “next phase”
after takeover
Environment
A technical consultancy firm is under new
ownership.
Newcastle-headquartered Enviresearch has
been bought by RSK Group for an undisclosed
sum.
Known for helping clients register products
that protect health, homes and food, Enviresearch’s
portfolio also includes the safeguarding of crops
from attack by insects, weeds and disease.
“We’re very pleased to have found such a wellregarded firm to take Enviresearch into the next
phase,” said founder and Newcastle University
graduate James Garratt.
Michael Cantwell, of RMT Accountants &
Business Advisors, and John Nicholson, of
Mincoffs LLP, advised Enviresearch on the deal.
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Silverstone to revive famous
Tynemouth hotel
Construction
A chartered building surveying and
project management firm is overseeing
a landmark hotel’s redevelopment.
Silverstone Building Consultancy is
working on the refurbishment of The
Park Hotel, in Tynemouth, which was
recently bought by Inn Collection
Group.
Bosses say the venue, which
overlooks Longsands beach, will be
redesigned internally and receive
repairs to its façade.
The hotel is expected to reopen next
summer.
Phil Bone, senior associate
director at Newcastlebased Silverstone Building
Consultancy, said: “We have no doubt
the property will become a destination
once again, as we work to improve
upon its former 1930s glory.”

Global growth to fashion jobs
at clothing maker
Manufacturing
A Teesside-based retro clothing
brand is creating jobs as it expands
production globally.
Brutus Gold Boutique plans to
increase its six-strong team to 30 by
the end of the year and launch Italian
and Australian manufacturing sites.
Officials say the moves come with
the business – born just before the
COVID-19 pandemic struck – primed
to record £3.5 million turnover over the
next three years.
Offering organic, ethically sourced,
vegan-friendly, non-toxic products,
which include its ‘Yes Sir, I Can Boogie’
range, the firm is led by founder and
managing director Rocco Violetta.
He said: “We aim to be the world’s
one stop shop for ethical retro design
clothing.”
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Chaloner Group unveils
apartment blueprint
Construction

News you may have missed
Manufacturing

4Diamond firm looks to
shine bright

A regeneration firm has revealed
proposals for a major residential
development.
Chaloner Group hopes to
build 131 one and two-bedroom
apartments in Middlesbrough.
Earmarked for land used as a
car park in the town’s Corporation
Road, bosses say the scheme
will also include ground-floor
commercial and hospitality space.
They say the blueprint –
which is subject to planning
permission – will be delivered
for Middlesbrough Development
Company, the whollyowned trading company of
Middlesbrough Council.
Geoff Hogg, Chaloner Group
chief executive, said: “This will
create much-needed town centre
living opportunities.”

TMD Friction boosted by
£2 million investment

Cook Defence Systems on track with £11 million deal
Manufacturing

Automotive
A vehicle brake pad maker is accelerating
expansion plans after securing investment
worth more than £2 million.
TMD Friction says it will scale up
production to meet global demand
following support from its parent
company.
Officials say the backing will help the
firm, based on Hartlepool’s Oakesway
Trading Estate, make around 120,000
parts every week this year and provide
foundations to build on its near
450-strong workforce.
The investment included a £450,000
outlay on a new paint line and £250,000
on new air compressors, with further cash
spent on upskilling workers, updating
software and changes to make its plant
COVID-19-safe.

Bosses back £110 million life sciences firm approach
Bioscience
A life sciences firm says it will “significantly accelerate” growth plans after accepting a
£110 million takeover offer.
Immunodiagnostic Systems (IDS), based in Boldon, has agreed acquisition terms with
PerkinElmer (UK).
The deal is expected to be completed later this year.
IDS is known for manual and automated diagnostic testing kits and instruments for
clinical and research markets, with PerkinElmer recognised for providing detection,
discovery and development, cell imaging and informatics services.
Jaap Stuut, IDS chief executive, said: “This will allow us to significantly accelerate
our existing growth plans, while providing exciting new opportunities for employees,
customers, partners and suppliers.
“I am excited and confident this proposed transaction represents an excellent
opportunity for all stakeholders.”

A County Durham tank track maker is keeping British Army operations rolling after
securing an £11 million contract extension.
Cook Defence Systems, based in Stanhope, has added another year to a long-standing
partnership with the Ministry of Defence to supply parts for combat vehicles that
include the flagship Challenger 2 battle tank [pictured]. The manufacturer will also keep
the Army’s Warrior infantry fighting vehicles moving, as well as fleets of troop carriers,
air defence vehicles, reconnaissance vehicles and armoured diggers.
The contract comes after the business spent £5 million to expand production
capabilities. Director William Cook said: “We are proud our products keep the British
Army ready for a real fight against a real adversary.
“Our tracks keep British tanks moving and our steel keeps British soldiers safe.”

A synthetic diamond producer says
it is primed to make its mark in a $12
billion global market after receiving
more than £570,000 support.
Dyman Advanced Materials,
based at NETPark, in Sedgefield,
County Durham, has been backed by
investors to develop the commercial
potential of diamond production.
Dr Gary Gibson, Dyman founder,
said: “We are well on track to
refine and develop our innovative
technology into our first production
lines.” The company received
support after pitching to investors at
two joint Newcastle Angel Hub and
NorthInvest events.

Bioscience

Barbour signs fresh Port of Tyne
agreement
Logistics
A well-known clothing brand has expanded
its partnership with a port operator in a move
bosses say will leave it perfectly placed to
deal with increased summer demand.
South Shields’ Barbour has agreed a new
warehouse deal with neighbouring Port of
Tyne. Officials say the tie-up will provide
Barbour with increased support around stock
control and operational accuracy. Derek
Middleton, Barbour’s head of distribution,
said: “We are delighted to be expanding our
partnership.
“The port team has been great to work with
and we have identified the best solutions to
enable us to deliver products on time this
summer.”
Richard Newton, the port’s commercial
director, added: “We are able to support
Barbour throughout the supply chain, from
containers and shipping, to warehousing and
transport, reducing delays, road miles and
disruption.”

4Plant investment aids 		
COVID-19 response
A life sciences company is playing
a key part in the global response to
COVID-19 after investing in its North
East plant.
Parker Bioscience Filtration is
meeting increased demand for
specialist single-use manifolds from
vaccine producers at its Birtley
factory. Bosses say its response
has been aided by significant
improvements to its base, which
include new manufacturing
and testing facilities, extended
laboratories and cleanrooms. Kris
Holmes, general manager, said:
“We are delighted to support the
biopharmaceutical industry at a
critical time.”

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

‘Time to level up the
gender divide’

Amreen Qureshi

Words by Amreen Qureshi
Researcher at IPPR North

Policy
Of the many Government mantras
repeated almost daily by ministers
over the last year, the promise of
levelling-up the country has been
one of the more heavily used.
And while people, certainly
those in the North East, welcome
the pledging of efforts to deliver
new jobs, significant infrastructure
investment and town centre and
high street revitalisation on the
back of the coronavirus health
crisis, another area remains in need
of change; gender equality.

According to a new report from
think tank IPPR North, women in
the North of England have been
“disproportionately impacted by
inequalities” during the pandemic,
with many put at “greater risk of
infection and mortality” owing
to their greater presence across
roles in the health and social care,
hospitality and retail sectors.
Furthermore, the findings show
one in ten working women across
the North of England have been
furloughed in the past year, adding
women are less likely to have
had their wages topped up by
employers.
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Why deeds and not words matter to
North East women
As the UK seeks to move forward from national lockdowns and social restrictions
enforced by the COVID-19 pandemic, so too must it make concerted progress across
gender equality, says IPPR North’s Amreen Qureshi.

4Over the last year, we have listened to
women across the North of England.
We have heard that COVID-19
“exacerbated circumstances which
were already hard”, that women key
workers have been “woefully underpaid”,
and that there have been “devastating
consequences” for women experiencing
abuse.
Even before the pandemic, women in
the North East experienced inequalities,
illustrated by stark health divides, which
included a recent decrease in healthy life
expectancy - something not as starkly
observed for men in the region - and the
country’s largest gender pay gap.
Then COVID-19 hit.
It has had terrible consequences and
there is clear evidence pointing to the
disproportionate impact it has had on
young people, people of colour, and
disabled people.
Women have also been affected. They
are more likely to be key workers, and to
earn and save less than men.
Our analysis of data from the Office
of National Statistics shows that about
one in four working women in the North
East are employed across health and
social care – high-risk occupations in the
pandemic.
Meanwhile, one in five work in retail,
wholesale and hospitality; industries that
have been characterised by job insecurity
during lockdown.
Additionally, women who experience
domestic abuse have found themselves

in increased danger. Data suggests there
was a 179 per cent increase in women
disclosing they had experienced violence
in the North East during the pandemic.
The last year has illustrated how
inequalities do not exist in silos; people
can experience gender, regional,
economic, racial, health and other
disparities simultaneously.
This needs to be understood by leaders
if we are to develop better policy for
women. Although there are impressive
women leaders in the North East, men
disproportionately comprise the political
leadership of the region, including 100 per
cent of its metro mayors.
Nevertheless, North of Tyne mayor
Jamie Driscoll and his Tees Valley
counterpart Ben Houchen can – and
should – take the opportunity to
demonstrate allyship to women.
They could use their powers to support
women to secure well-paid, good jobs
and set targets to reduce the gender pay
gap by working with businesses. They
could also establish advisory panels for a
diverse cohort of women to be involved
when mapping out a post-pandemic
recovery plan.
The Government has promised to build
back better, but the reality is that we
need to build back fairer.
We need to see deeds, not words from
everyone – from national government,
to our regional and local leaders – to
make progress towards a fairer future for
women in the North East.

Guest contributor

Tees Valley Mayor Ben Houchen

‘Moving to the next phase’
Politics
It was much clearer the second time
around.
After securing the title of Tees Valley
Mayor in 2017, following a tight contest
that came down to around 2000 votes,
Ben Houchen was re-elected last
month with a much larger 73 per cent
share of the ballot.
And having used his first term to
return Durham Tees Valley Airport
– now Teesside International Airport
– to public ownership, begin the
redevelopment of the former SSI UK
steelworks site into a new industrial
hub and successfully lobby the

Government to hand Teesside freeport
status, he says he is drawing up job
and investment plans to “move to the
next phase”.

Words by Ben Houchen
Tees Valley Mayor

Planning “a golden age of investment”
After retaining his position as Tees Valley Mayor following a landslide election victory
last month, Ben Houchen has vowed to build on the foundations of his first term, with
further jobs and investment at the top of his list. Here, he lays out his blueprint for
growth and explains why he is excited about Tees Valley’s future.

4I’m truly honoured and humbled that
people across Teesside, Darlington and
Hartlepool have once again put their faith
in me and I’m very proud to be able to
continue what we have started.
In my first term, I concentrated on laying
the foundations.
The powers-that-used-to-be in our area
were lethargically content to let our airport
be turned into a housing estate, to see the
former SSI UK site lie redundant, and to

accept the decline of our region.
I set out to change that.
I brought our airport into public
ownership and saved it from closure and
started delivering a ten-year rescue plan
that has already landed more airlines flying
to more destinations.
I secured all the land at the former SSI
UK steelworks from the Thai banks, and
have set about breathing new life into the
site, which has been reborn as Teesworks,

the UK’s biggest development opportunity.
And I banged down the doors in the
corridors of power, making the case
for a freeport, stretching from Teesside
International Airport to the Port of
Hartlepool, massive investment in our
transport infrastructure and the relocation
of top civil service jobs to our amazing
region.
We’ve made huge progress.
But now it’s time to move on to the next
phase, so that we can deliver thousands
of good-quality, well-paid jobs – a true
jobs tsunami for workers across Teesside,
Darlington and Hartlepool.
We need to secure the big investments
that will deliver the fantastic future local
people deserve.
There are amazing opportunities now
in offshore energy, bioengineering and
hydrogen technology.
With the foundations I’ve put in place,
this can be a golden age of investment
across our region, that will ensure we
bounce back from COVID-19 to be
stronger than ever before.
Top of the to-do list must be
supercharging progress at Teesworks and
getting our freeport open for business.
I’m hard at work with my team on
ensuring we have the border and
technological infrastructure in place
to ensure our freeport is a beacon of
international trade and investment and,
importantly, is ready as soon as possible to
win good-quality jobs for local people.
All of this is empowering people and
local communities, and it’s happening
because of the Government’s commitment
to devolution in our region.
But there are so many areas of our lives
where we need change for local people,
from healthcare to policing, and I’ll be
arguing the case for more powers to be
given to us to take control of our future.
I’ve heard what local people want, and
I’m determined to deliver it.
From jetting ahead with the airport
recovery plan, to holding the Government
to its promises on civil service jobs, to
making sure Teesside is at the very heart of
Britain’s green industrial revolution, I’m not
going to rest until the job is done.
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Time to learn a new language?
The changing colour of
North East politics
For decades, it was standard
practice to switch on the television
to a General Election special and
see the North East swathed in
scarlet red.
Not anymore.
With the party now off limits to
a good deal of voters, the map has
become a great deal bluer.
Last month, the topography
turned yet further, with the
Hartlepool constituency switching
to Conservative and the Labour
group on Durham County Council
losing a century’s old majority.
Alongside Tees Valley Mayor
Ben Houchen, the Conservative
Party now lists MPs in a number
of former Labour strongholds
across the region, from former
Prime Minister Tony Blair’s
Sedgefield constituency, to the late
Mo Mowlam’s Redcar ward and
Ronnie Campbell’s old Blyth Valley
stomping ground.
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The COVID-19 pandemic caused many changes in peoples’ day-to-day lives, one of
which was to use the quiet of the enforced lockdown periods to take up new hobbies.
Some indulged in gardening, others baking, while a good few more learned a new
language. The Labour Party could do with following the latter’s lead. After a bruising
defeat at the recent Hartlepool by-election, and the headline-grabbing loss of the Labour
group’s Durham County Council majority, Steven Hugill looks at the party’s prospects
and hears from ex-Sedgefield MP Phil Wilson why its future must include a new way of
talking to voters

Words by Steven Hugill

4Où maintenant pour le Parti
Travailliste?
Wo jetzt für die Labour Party?
¿Dónde está ahora el Partido
Laborista?
No matter how you say it, or indeed the
language used, the question is crystal
clear – where now for the Labour Party?
After recent local elections, where
the party of the red rose saw its support
droop in generations-old County Durham
heartland and wilt entirely in Hartlepool,
what the party says – and how it says it
– has arguably become more important
than ever.
Writing in the aftermath of its bruising
ballot box results, former leader and

Prime Minister Tony Blair was quick to
send up a warning flare that “without
total change Labour will die”.
In an extended inquest, he lamented
“the new-fashioned social/cultural
message around extreme identity and
anti-politics” that has left the right with
a “powerful cultural message around
defending flag, family, fireside traditional
values and pride in their nation, while
parts of the left seem embarrassed by the
very notion”.
Messaging was also at the heart
of a rallying cry from Houghton and
Sunderland South MP Bridget Phillipson
in the hours before voters headed to the
polling stations last month – arguing the
Tories had outmanoeuvred Labour on
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their tone around key policies on national
security and immigration.
“The language of security must
be central,” wrote the shadow chief
secretary to the Treasury.
“In government, we talked of securing
Britain’s future; we were clear security
is social, industrial and economic. But
by 2019, the language and concepts of
security had been recaptured by the
Tories and used to point at our perceived
less secure stance.
“We need to take this language back.”
And with Hartlepool now represented
by its first Conservative minister since the
days of the old Hartlepools constituency
in the late 1950s, and the Labour group
having lost a century-old majority on
Durham County Council, the retention
of coherent messaging, is, says former
Labour Sedgefield MP Phil Wilson, of
paramount importance.
“The Labour Party hasn’t been speaking
the language that people understand,” he
tells North East Times.
“When people understand you, they
vote for it in a big way – just look at when
Labour was elected in 1997, for example.
“The party’s messaging on Brexit was
confused.
“The only way Labour can win is
by having an eye on the future, by
speaking about opportunity and equality
optimistically, and by helping those that
can succeed to do so, and by supporting
those who need it to succeed in the
future.
“We need to get rid of the hard left
fantasy economic politics, ditch the
manifestos of 2017 and 2019, be outward
looking and stand up for a global Britain.”
In isolation, Labour’s Hartlepool defeat
and its Durham regression – which saw
Councillor Simon Henig step down as
leader of the party group – were, at the
very least, worrying.
Set them against the context of the
last decade, though, and they become far
more alarming.
Where, for a long time, Labour’s
dominance in the North East had left the
Conservative Party looking like they were
trying to break down their rival’s giant
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so-called Red Wall with a hammer and
bolster, by 2019 the Tories had themselves
a bulldozer.
At the national polls, red turned blue
in Stockton South, Darlington, Bishop
Auckland and Redcar on a seismic night
that also saw Sedgefield and Durham
North West – the constituency that has
celebrated the Durham Miners’ Gala for
more than 130 years – change hands.
The notable switch of Darlington
Borough Council from Labour to
Conservative also reflected a marked shift
in sentiment among voters at grassroots
level.
Yes, parts of Labour’s traditional
heartland, such as Tyneside and
Wearside, remained steadfastly so two
years ago – and the recent local elections
showed Newcastle City Council is still
unequivocally scarlet red – but the 2019
losses were as unescapable as they were
momentous.
And, says Phil, they were the
culmination of years’ worth of divergence
from the electorate, when Labour was as
much looking at itself as anyone, anything
and anywhere else.
“There is no straightforward answer
to how Labour can reverse the situation
it finds itself in,” he admits, “but the one
glaring issue is about what has been
happening in the party over the last ten
years.
“Voters are disillusioned and
disappointed.
“After Labour had been in power for
three terms, the Tories had to form a
coalition to get into government in 2010,
so while it was a defeat, it wasn’t a big
defeat in that sense.
“But from that moment onwards, the
Labour Party began to look inwards and
forgot how to win,” continues Phil, who
took on the Sedgefield seat from Tony
Blair in 2007.
“We gave the electorate the wrong
Miliband brother, which is something that
still comes up on the doorstep today, and
then we gave voters Jeremy Corbyn.
“He still casts a long shadow over the
party.”
To regain traction with voters, Phil

says the party’s new approach must also
include a “robust” holding to account
of the region’s swathe of Conservative
ministers, adding the Government’s feted
levelling-up plans will prove meaningless
if it fails to implement crucial social
improvements.
“The Tories are very good at
reinventing themselves,” he says.
“When I stood on the doorsteps during
the recent Hartlepool by-election, you
wouldn’t think they’d been in power for
ten years.
“Just because Labour is going through
a tough time, it doesn’t mean it can’t hold
the Conservatives to account.
“Labour must ask and ask again about
what levelling-up really means and where
the money is going to come from.
“The Government might want to reopen
Ferryhill railway station, for example, but
this region isn’t going to be levelled up
until we remove the foodbanks.”
And while he admits the present
situation is tough, with Sir Kier Starmer
– tipped by many to stem voter
haemorrhaging and deliver a sense of
unity – appearing at times like a sea
captain bailing out his craft with a spoon,
Phil believes Labour can get back on
track.
“I do see chinks of opportunity – of the
13 mayors recently elected, 11 of them
were Labour,” he says.
“Sir Kier was never going to turn it
all around in 12 months, especially in
the middle of a pandemic, but he has
been good at beginning to work on the
anti-semitism within the party and is
beginning to change the culture too.
“We know there are a lot of people
that disagree with New Labour, but the
essence of it is strong.
“New Labour isn’t about going back to
1997 or having the same programmes, it’s
about thinking of the future and being
modernistic, about keeping up with
things as they are, not as we would like
them to have been.
“I remain optimistic for the future.”
For his confidence to be borne out,
however, Labour must begin speaking its
new language – and quickly.
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A new gateway for investment success
Based in a city where the River Tyne was once a feverish global commercial avenue,
Newcastle-based Changfa Capital is now providing its own intercontinental trading
gateway. This time, though, the link is not coal or shipbuilding, but international capital
markets. Here, Steven Hugill speaks to UK director Liren Bian about setting up business in
the North East and why Changfa Capital’s pioneering VUCA board holds great potential for
companies and investors.
www.changfacapital.co.uk
LinkedIn: Changfa Capital

Changfa
Capital
-

The company’s
interactive
VUCA board is
an integrated
order listing
and settlement
platform
providing
shareholders with
key investment
insights into a
range of privately
listed companies.
Its technology
enables
companies to
raise capital
while allowing
shareholders
to make
well-informed
investment
decisions.
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NEWCASTLE WAS ONCE RESPONSIBLE FOR SOME
of the world’s most impressive water-borne craft.
From the hardiness of coal-carrying keels to the vast
ocean liners, behemothic tankers and imposing aircraft
carriers built in the River Tyne’s many shipyards, the
channel was a revered global commercial course.
The landscape today, of course, is markedly
different, but the spirit and innovation of generations
of shipbuilders that put the city and the North East on
the international map remains just as strong – perhaps
nowhere more so than in the region’s increasinglygrowing financial and technology sectors.
And the pace of their evolution is set to gain fresh
momentum thanks to Newcastle’s Changfa Capital.
The Cross Street-based operator offers investors
equity financing opportunities in next generation
businesses and access to capital across global
investment hubs, including mainland China.
Known for its flagship VUCA board, which allows
unlisted companies to directly connect with its
international investor network, the business in turn
helps unlock secondary market liquidity and access to
investors without the cost of an IPO.
The platform, says director Liren Bian, who has
overseen Changfa Capital’s operations in the North
East since its foundation in May 2019, represents
something “very different from competitors” thanks
to the company’s strong presence in both the UK and
China.
Furthermore, he says it serves as a valuable
broadening of Shanghai-London Stock Connect, the
partnership between the Shanghai Stock Exchange and
London Stock Exchange Group.
“VUCA is fully interactive and is a global gateway
at the fingertips of any user, be they entrepreneurs or

investors,” says Liren.
“It provides shareholders with key investment insight
into a range of private companies and sectors, and
because we have connections with the Chinese market,
it is an extension of the Shanghai-London link.
“VUCA makes it easy for intermediate investors to
identify and invest in businesses across a range of
industries, including some of the most fast-growing and
exciting ventures.
“It is helped by our connection with the finance
market in China, which is a real USP of ours,” adds
Liren, who took the VUCA platform from concept to
model before gaining full FCA accreditation.
“Alongside our strong roots in Newcastle, we work
in close partnership with our colleagues in China; their
office is based in Shanghai’s finance district, so we are
connected to the world’s largest finance centres and
the vast Chinese market.
“We offer investors opportunities in next generation
businesses and to access capital across the global
investment pot, including mainland China, which
makes us very different from other competitors.”
Liren, who studied at both Northumbria University
and Newcastle University before spending more than
a decade in research and development engineering,
says VUCA is a very attractive proposition for small
and medium-sized companies, owing to the financial
demands they face in their formative years.
He says: “Many small businesses struggle to gain
capital due to the requirements of issuing IPOs; it is a
costly process.
“However, VUCA allows firms to connect directly
with our investor network through a share matching
service in a swift and cost-efficient way.
“The system is very easy to use and transparent at

every stage.
“We lock in secondary market liquidity and access to
investors without the cost of IPO – something that is a
significant barrier to many burgeoning businesses.”
Liren says he is particularly excited to see North East
firms benefit from Changfa Capital’s support and build
on the region’s reputation for market-leading invention.
“Newcastle places us in the heart of the Northern
Powerhouse, and we are based here because the city

has a long history of innovation and internationalism,”
he says.
“We have two big universities, which do a lot of work
with companies to bring more technology to the city,
and we have lots of international businesses around us
too.
“The electrification industry is growing, and we have
a world-leading touchscreen company in Zytronic in
this region, as well as lots of operators in the virtual and
augmented reality sector.
“Newcastle has a strong industrial background, but it
is now bringing fintech to the market.”
And while helping North East companies gain a
global foothold, Liren also says VUCA – and Changfa
Capital’s presence in the region as a whole – presents
great opportunities for Chinese firms to acquire fresh
investment, thus in the process supporting their own
growth plans.
“Our connection to Shanghai allows us to facilitate
cross-border investment,” he says.
“We help UK-based customers find Chinese
companies to invest in, or find Chinese investment for
their business, and do the same for customers in China
who are looking for UK businesses to invest in or are
seeking capital investment in other countries such as
the UK.
“The business potential between these two countries
is almost limitless, and our offering is a great prospect
for investors and entrepreneurs.
“We hope to use VUCA to support local
entrepreneurs and open up investment opportunities
in the big finance centres in Asia, while providing the
opportunity for North East stakeholders to invest in the
continent’s multinational operating companies.”
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Distance learning for business success
Education Partnership North East has launched a range of free, high-quality online courses
to boost the region’s workforce with practical, implementable skills that are essential for
organisations to become resilient, both now and in the future.
www.educationpartnershipne.ac.uk
@EPNorthEast

WHEN IT COMES TO CAREER DEVELOPMENT,
flexibility, one-to-one support and financial
benefits, distance learning courses are becoming an
increasingly popular option for businesses looking
to upskill their employees, especially following the
difficulties and challenges faced over the past year.
Distance learning, often known as online learning, is
an innovative approach to completing a qualification
designed to be flexible so it fits around work and
personal commitments.

Learners are provided with study materials via post
or online, a virtual learning environment, a dedicated
tutor and more, with many distance learning courses
recognised by professional bodies and programmes
24

designed to help learners succeed in their current
roles and future careers.
A study by the Open University (OU) in 2020 found
that as many as five million employees expect the
COVID-19 pandemic to change the skills required for
their job roles, as industries and organisations adapt
to a ‘new normal’ way of working.
According to OU, the country has seen a rise in
distance learning, with 24 per cent of employees
taking on additional learning opportunities, such
as courses to improve their digital skills, which are
crucial to working productively while at home.
Harnessing the enthusiasm for distance learning is
an opportunity to enhance the skills of workforces,
but it also brings real, lasting benefits to businesses
who are not just looking to survive this ‘new normal’
but thrive in it too.
Few would disagree that staff are an organisation’s
most valuable asset, and investing in their personal
development increases employee engagement,
motivation and satisfaction in the workplace, giving
them a greater sense of value and purpose.
But keeping individual and professional skills up to
date in a fast-paced world can be difficult.
With distance learning, staff can gain a new
qualification with minimal disruption to the workplace
by fitting their studies around existing responsibilities,
allowing people to maintain a healthy work-life
balance, which is a strong selling point for many
employees.
At a time when training budgets are under
increased pressure, distance learning courses remove
costs associated with travel to and from external
training courses and in-house delivery, with many
available with zero cost so businesses can train a
whole team or department with minimum cost.
With courses ranging from business administration,

Education
Partnership
North East
-

digital skills, accounting, team leading and business
improvement, to health and safety, equality and
diversity and mental health awareness – which can
be applied across any industry or sector – Education
Partnership North East has committed to supporting
employers across the region through the current
health crisis and beyond.
Ellen Thinnesen, Education Partnership North
East chief executive, says: “The COVID-19 pandemic
has changed the way people learn, and as one of

the largest college groups in the country, we have
an important role to play in helping the business
community recover.
“Our distance learning offer is leading the way in
upskilling employees, supporting economic growth
during this challenging time, and offering relevant
structured training at a time when training budgets
are under immense pressure.”
With courses broken down into bitesize modules,
employees can instantly apply what they have
learned on the job and implement the latest industry
strategies and creative ideas, which will have an
immediate impact and keep businesses current.
Sharon Appleby, head of business operations at
Sunderland Business Improvement District, adds:
“The distance learning courses provided by Education
Partnership North East are a brilliant opportunity to
upskill staff to ensure businesses are ready for what
the future holds.
“Things are changing quickly, and the opportunity
to gain new knowledge and skills via distance learning
could help transform businesses and secure their
futures.”

Education
Partnership North
East is a dynamic
partnership
between
Sunderland
College,
Hartlepool
Sixth Form and
Northumberland
College. It is one
of the largest
college groups in
the country, with
campuses across
the North East
from Berwickupon-Tweed to
the Tees Valley.
If you would like
your workforce
to benefit from
Education
Partnership
North East’s
tailored distance
learning courses,
visit www.
educationpartner
shipne.ac.uk, call
0300 770 1000 or
email employers
@educationpartn
ershipne.ac.uk
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It is difficult to imagine how organisations would have
continued to function during the coronavirus pandemic were
it not for cloud-based applications like Microsoft Teams, Zoom
and Gmail. Cloud computing has enabled a degree of business
continuity that would simply not have been possible five years
ago. For Accenture UK’s Cloud Factory lead David Darlington,
this is only the beginning. Here, he tells Richard Dawson how
migrating to the cloud helps companies accelerate growth and
embrace the increasingly digital future.

Cloud computing is one of those
technologies that we often think is
more complicated than it really is.
Part of that is because innovative
digital technologies, by definition,
enable us to step into the unknown and
do things we couldn’t do before.
Cloud is perhaps the best example of
this, and the extent to which we have
used cloud to overcome the operational
challenges of doing business during a
worldwide pandemic explains why.
But before we get into that, just what
exactly is cloud computing and why is it
important for businesses to be thinking
about cloud migration?
David Darlington, Cloud Factory
lead at Accenture UK, says: “Cloud
computing is a model that enables
everything from servers, networks,
storage, development tools and
applications to be made available
instantly and at scale.”
Before cloud, all businesses had
to invest in their own infrastructure
to store their data and run their
applications.
This would entail building a bespoke
data centre on company premises
to run servers, systems and software
(known in IT parlance as on-premise),
and then invest heavily in the ongoing
maintenance of that data centre.
For obvious reasons, this meant
that every time a business wanted to
mobilise a new project or launch a new
product or service, they would first
have to invest in the development of
their data centre, which had big cost
and time implications attached to it.
They would also have to make sure
that their infrastructure could cope
with any peaks in demand, creating the
potential for expensive hardware to be
sat idle for large periods of time.
Cloud has solved these headaches
for businesses by allowing them to
ditch the on-premise model and move
to a cloud solution where all of their
data is stored in a remote data centre
somewhere away from their office and
made readily available to both their

www.accenture.com

staff and customers.
It really is as simple as that.
Cloud is essentially the
technology that enables digital
transformation, allowing companies
to outsource the building, running
and development of their computer
system resources.
“Today, cloud technology means
that companies can scale and adapt
at speed, accelerate innovation,
drive business agility, streamline
operations, and also reduce costs,”
says David.
Accenture works with clients
on their business and technology
transformation journeys, with cloud
being the enabler for innovation,
growth and collaboration.
It is the foundation on which to
build new experiences, using data to
change the face of how companies
work.
A good way to think about the
various cloud services available is to
use the Pizza as a Service analogy.
David explains: “The traditional
on-premises model is like making
the pizza at home. You provide
everything, the dining table, the
drinks, the oven and the ingredients.

@AccentureUK

Accenture x North East Times campaign

First
in the
cloud

Accenture
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workplaces to adopt new ways of
working.”
It is this task that Accenture’s
Advanced Technology Centre in
Newcastle is now engaged with.
As well as upskilling its own
workforce with its flagship ‘Technology
Quotient (TQ)’ learning programme
and offering external certifications
with hyperscalers such as Microsoft,
AWS and Google, the centre is also
advancing its degree apprenticeship
programme to help close the skills gap
and build the workforce of the future.
All in all, cloud computing is
something all businesses and indeed
the employees who work for them
should be thinking about.
The evidence shows that many
already are, but with demand expected
to grow exponentially over the next
three years, cloud service providers will
have to rise to the challenge.
Accenture is investing in its skills and
services now to enable clients to think
‘cloud first’.

“Infrastructure as a Service (IaaS) is
the next level up. The cloud provider
gives you the ingredients, but you still
supply the oven, drinks and dining
table.
“Next is Platform as a Service (PaaS),
where everything but the dining table
and drinks are provided – you could
liken this to having a pizza delivered.
“Then there is Software as a Service
(SaaS) where everything is provided by
the cloud – equivalent to eating a pizza
at a restaurant.”
Accenture adopts a ‘cloud first’
approach to accelerate change across
the human, technology and business
dimensions of the organisations it
works with, breaking down complex
cloud journeys into three simple steps –
migrate, accelerate, innovate.
“Our approach to cloud services
is now laser focused on helping our
clients fast-track their innovation
journey,” adds David.
This has been packaged up into the
firm’s new offer called Accenture Cloud
First, which brings together a full stack
of integrated cloud capabilities like
data, edge, integrated infrastructure
and applications, deep ecosystem
partnerships and pre-configured
industry solutions to shape, move, build
and operate business in the cloud.
You could think of this service
as eating a pizza at your favourite
restaurant.
Such is the importance of cloud for
enabling businesses to be agile and
move at pace, it is estimated that cloud
spending will reach $332.3 billion by
the end of 20211.
As previously mentioned, cloud
allows us to do things that we couldn’t
do before, and this was brought
into sharp focus when the COVID-19
pandemic hit last year.
David says: “As the COVID-19
crisis unfolded, businesses started
accelerating their transformations to
cloud to help navigate the human and
business impact of the pandemic.”

Just think about things like Microsoft
Teams, Zoom, WeTransfer, OneDrive,
Dropbox, Gmail, Outlook, Slack and
Basecamp – none of these applications
would exist were it not for the cloud.
And without them, pretty much every
white-collar worker in the world would
have been unable to do their job for the
last 14 months.
David continues: “What the pandemic
has done is turned cloud from an
aspiration into an urgent mandate.
“It created a new inflection point that
required every company to accelerate
their move to the cloud.
“Transformations that would have
normally taken years, in some cases,
happened almost overnight.
“There’s no doubt that cloud has been
the enabler for business continuity and
working from home.”
Accenture has helped scores of
businesses with their transformations
during this challenging time, but two
success stories stick out in particular.
Working with NHS Digital, Avanade
and Microsoft to equip staff with
communication and collaboration
capabilities, Accenture helped to
connect 1.2 million NHS workers during
the pandemic.
Within seven days, the Accenture,
Avanade, Microsoft and NHS Digital
teams built and tested the Microsoft
Teams integration and together rolled
it out to all 1.2 million NHSmail2 users
across 16,000 NHS organisations.
“Another great example is West
Midlands Police3,” says David.
“Accenture created a cloud-first
solution for them, together with AWS,
which is improving productivity equal
to having 150 more police officers on
the street.”
The sense of urgency, which the
pandemic has generated, is driving
cloud adoption on a previously
unprecedented scale.
Around 20 per cent4 of business
operations are in the cloud today, but
this is expected to rise to 80 per cent in

the next three years.
Bringing together more than 70,000
cloud professionals across its global
network, Accenture, which has a
growing team in Newcastle’s Cobalt
Business Park, is fast becoming the
partner of choice for taking the journey
through the cloud.
To further power this agenda, the
company is investing $3 billion into new
ventures and acquisitions, skills and
capabilities, assets, accelerators and
industry solutions to ensure that any
emerging cloud services are available
to its clients.
Stuart Glen, Cloud First lead for
Accenture’s UK Advanced Technology
Centre, says: “Our investment in
Accenture Cloud First recognises not
just the importance that we, Accenture,
see in the cloud but also the absolute
priority our clients are placing on their
cloud ambitions.”

1. Gartner, April 2021; https://www.gartner.com/en/

2. https://www.accenture.com/gb-en/insights/health/
coronavirus-keeping-nhs-workers-connected

3. https://www.accenture.com/gb-en/case-studies/cloud/
west-midlands-police
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Lucy Henderson, apprentice
at Accenture’s Advanced
Technology Centre in
Newcastle, says:
“I joined Accenture on a Degree
Apprenticeship Programme in
August last year.
“It’s been daunting starting my
career in a virtual world, but the
collaboration tools available now
have made it much easier.
“I was attracted by the breadth
of opportunities at Accenture—
from the formal training to the
lunch & learn sessions, as well as
the variety of roles and sectors
we get the chance to work in.
“Completing the AWS and
Azure certifications has been
a highlight so far, as has
being able to apply what I’ve
learnt from these to real client
projects.”

One of the key things to understand
about what a ‘cloud first’ business really
looks like is that it doesn’t start and end
with the migration.
“Some people say journey to the
cloud, but I think it should be journey
through the cloud,” adds David.
This is because cloud gives
businesses the agility and the capacity
to reimagine their products and
services, the way they interact with
their customers and partners, and how
their employees work with each other
by leveraging the power of cloud.
Cloud opens the door to other
emerging digital technologies such as
artificial intelligence (AI), blockchain
and genomics, allowing companies
to discover new revenue streams and
differentiate their brands.
And these are just the technologies
we know about right now. Owing to
the ever-evolving nature of cloud
computing, new functions and

capabilities are being developed all
the time, which is why Accenture is
also investing heavily in improving
education around the subject.
The company’s recent Tech Talent
Tracker5 showed that cloud computing
was the most in demand technology
skill in the UK, with nearly 35,000 roles
advertised on LinkedIn last year.
“Over 75 per cent of IT decision
makers are also dealing with skills
gaps,” adds David.
“The digital skills gap is one of
those topics that crops up time and
again, and the pandemic seems to
have accelerated the existing trend for
the future of the whole workforce: a
clear shift in the types of skills needed
to thrive in an increasingly digital
economy.”
He continues: “The key is to
democratize learning and access to
cloud and data—and embracing new
culture, mindsets, behaviours and

4. https://www.accenture.com/gb-en/insights/cloud/cloudmigration-overview

5. https://newsroom.accenture.co.uk/english-uk/news/uk-techjob-openings-declined-in-2020-uk-tech-talent-tracker.htm

Key takeaways from Accenture’s
latest UK Tech Talent Tracker:
• Cloud computing was the most
in-demand technology skill in
the UK in 2020, with 35,000 job
postings on LinkedIn
• Job postings for AI skills were
up 73 per cent to approximately
6800
• Demand for robotics skills jumped
dramatically across Northern
England and was up 450 per cent
in Newcastle
• 41 per cent of all technologyrelated job postings were in
London
• London has 420,000 technology
professionals, with Manchester a
distant second place on 27,000
• Demand for blockchain and
computing skills jumped by
50 per cent and 46 per cent,
respectively
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Ordinary people

Christian
Townend
in extraordinary places

As chief executive of Newcastle GP Services, Christian Townend has played a crucial
role in the region’s fight to overcome COVID-19. But his story goes much deeper. For
the former Royal Army Medical Corps nurse is a decorated military veteran, who served
with distinction in the Persian Gulf, Croatia, Bosnia, Afghanistan, Iraq and Belfast. He
also spent time in Berlin at the end of the Cold War looking after Spandau Prison’s most
notorious inmate Rudolf Hess. Here, Richard Dawson learns more about the fascinating
life of the Royal Red Cross holder, how he and his team are continuing to manage
Newcastle’s vaccine rollout, and why he’s supporting Step into Health, the charity
helping service personnel find jobs in the NHS.
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@NewcastleGPs
www.militarystepintohealth.nhs.uk
Christian Townend
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4Christian Townend is chief executive
of Newcastle GP Services, the member
organisation that brings together all 31
general practices across the city.
He is also a former colonel of the British
Armed Forces, who served in the Royal
Army Medical Corps for 31 years before
settling in the North East.
His journey to leading the GP
federation responsible for Newcastle’s
coronavirus vaccine rollout is truly the
stuff of legend.
Christian’s decades-long experience in
medical planning is also part of what has
enabled such a fighting response to the
pandemic in the North East.
Newcastle became the first city in
the UK to fully inoculate its care home
population and has so far given the jab to
more than 110,000 residents.
However, for the distinguished war
veteran, it has very much been a team
effort.
“One of the things you do as a leader
is appoint the right people to do the job,”
says Christian.
“I have a chief operations officer in
Rebecca Haynes, who effectively pulled
an operational plan together for the
vaccination programme, so to her must go
the plaudits.”
Such a strong team ethos is something
Christian describes as being “the strength
of the army”, his ties to which date back
to 1976.
“I joined the Royal Army Medical Corps
as a boy soldier aged 16 with a plan to do
nursing, which is what I did,” he says.
Over the next three decades, Christian
would come to live and work in some of
the world’s most hostile environments,
completing multiple tours of duty for his
country.
From Berlin to Belfast, Croatia to
Kuwait, it seemed that wherever history
was being written, Christian was there.
“Being in the services allows ordinary
people to be in extraordinary places,” he
says.
Endowed with a keen sense of
adventure from a young age, Christian
saw the army as his route out of
hometown life.

The first two years of military service
proved a baptism of fire for the youngster,
though, who struggled to adapt to his new
surroundings in Hampshire’s Aldershot
Garrison.
“The army in 1976 was a brutal
organisation as a young, fairly vulnerable
person,” Christian explains.
“At 16, you are not equipped in the
same way you are as an adult, and it was
quite a hard environment to spend your
youth in.”
Christian, who grew up on the outskirts
of Leeds, was quite an unconventional
16-year-old in that he loved opera and
classical music.
He would often be found listening to
Tristan und Isolde on his record player,
which raised a few eyebrows among his
peers.
It also wouldn’t be the last time music
would play an important role in his career.
After basic training, Christian started
on a three-year nursing course, which he
completed at a British military hospital in
Germany in 1981.
The newly state registered nurse was
then rotated back to the UK to work in an
NHS intensive care unit before being sent
to Berlin, where he would be tasked with
the most extraordinary assignment of his
career.
Between 1984 and 1987, Christian
worked at the infamous Spandau Prison
as the personal nurse of its most infamous
detainee – Rudolf Hess.
The former deputy fuhrer of the Nazi
Party and Adolf Hitler’s chosen successor,
Hess was convicted of crimes against
peace at the Nuremberg trials in 1946 and
interned at Spandau for the rest of his life.
Christian says: “He was the last prisoner
held captive there and he was guarded by
the four allied powers – Britain, France,
the United States and the Soviet Union.”
On his first day of work at Spandau,
Christian arrived to see a group of Russian
prison guards all stripped to the waist
doing push-ups and lifting weights in an
effort to intimidate him.
It was the young corporal’s first
experience of the strange and surreal
world of Cold War propaganda.
33

Feature

On his relationship with the former
Reichminister, Christian says: “When
you look after someone, you get to know
them, so I got to know him obviously very
well.
“I watched Boris Becker win
Wimbledon for the first time on the TV sat
next to Hess in his cell.
“The Geneva Convention means that
whenever you are working in that kind
of environment, you are obliged to offer
the same level of care to combatants and
that’s the approach I took with Hess.
“I purposefully didn’t read a great deal
about him and there were some things
that he wouldn’t talk about.
“But my passion for music was a
common subject and every week on a
Wednesday he was allowed to listen to
a piece of music, so, we’d talk all week
about what that was going to be, then
we’d sit for an hour listening to the record
and then we’d talk about it afterwards.
“It sounds a bit daft, but when you’re in
a confined area, what else do you do?”
Living in what was then still an
occupied city, Christian also had the
unique opportunity to peer beyond the
Iron Curtain and venture into East Berlin,
often going through Checkpoint Charlie
with his wife to see performances at the
Berlin State Opera.
After spending three years living a life
that sounds an awful lot like a John le
Carré novel, Christian returned to the UK
when Hess died and was commissioned
and appointed to the rank of captain. It
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would not be long before he was back in
Germany, though, preparing to be sent to
the Persian Gulf.
“The five British military hospitals in
Germany were united to form 32 Field
Hospital, and we were shipped out to
Saudi Arabia in 1991 just before the
invasion of Kuwait,” explains Christian.
“Because of my background in intensive
care, the ward I was given was called high
dependency.
“We saw a lot of injuries.”
Christian recalls a tragic incident
when a booby trap exploded injuring five
Egyptian soldiers, one of whom sadly lost
both of his legs.
He says: “I remember looking at the
fella and thinking, ‘our health service is
brilliant at supporting people with these
injuries, but I wondered what sort of life
he would be going back to when he was
discharged from the army’.
“I couldn’t imagine what that would be
like.”
During the Gulf War, the Iraqi military
adopted a scorched earth policy while
retreating from Kuwait, setting fire to
hundreds of oil wells that took months to
extinguish.
Christian didn’t have access to a
television so didn’t know anything about
the Kuwaiti fires – he just remembers
waking up one morning and it still being
dark because the smoke plumes had
obscured the sun.
“That was a very scary moment
because it felt apocalyptic, it felt like the

end of the world,” he says.
After completing the first of what
would be many tours of the Middle East,
Christian was sent to Croatia as part of
a UN peacekeeping mission during the
breakup of Yugoslavia.
Once again, he found himself in the
thick of the conflict, working in a place
called Knin, which became the selfproclaimed Serbian Krajina during the
Croatian War of Independence.
“It was an area of Croatia that
predominantly had Serbs living in it and
when the war broke out, the Serbs pushed
the Croats out,” explains Christian.
The leaders of the Krajina were Knin
locals Milan Martic and Milan Babic,
whom Christian met many times, and who
were latterly convicted of war crimes and
ethnic cleansing at The Hague in the early
2000s.
Christian says: “The Croatian War was
a brutal war and people forget that. I had
a group of 25 soldiers, most of whom
were under the age of 20, and they were
exposed to complete brutality.”
As a medical support officer, Christian
confronted the horrors of war throughout
his military career, but it was in Croatia
that his mental fortitude was tested most.
He was tasked with preparing the
bodies of three French soldiers who had
been killed when a bomb exploded and
remembers literally having to piece them
back together so they could be identified
and sent home.
“We were able to repatriate them and
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afford them proper military honours,
and we were thanked by the French
authorities for doing that,” he says.
It was for his services in Croatia that
Christian was awarded the Royal Red
Cross by the Queen in the New Year’s
Honours in 1995.
Only in his thirties, the young army
captain had to pinch himself while waiting
in the picture gallery at Buckingham
Palace.

@NewcastleGPs

“It was a fabulous experience and I’ll
never forget it,” he adds.
Having cared for the deputy fuhrer and
been awarded the Red Cross for serving
with distinction in multiple theatres of
war, you’d be forgiven for thinking this is
where Christian’s military fable ends.
But not long after meeting the Queen,
he was back in the Balkans, this time as
a subordinate commander in charge of a
small hospital in Bosnia.

After that tour, he returned to Germany
and was promoted to the rank of major
while working as a head medic in a
logistics brigade.
He was then sent to Oman in 2001 for
the Saif Sareea 2 military exercise.
Christian was in the Sultanate when
the September 11 attacks happened and
remembers being huddled around a TV
in the Omani desert watching the Twin
Towers collapse.
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9/11 was the catalyst for the conflict in
Afghanistan, and after a year in Oman,
Christian worked as part of the medical
planning team for the allied invasion.
It was a very difficult mission because
the two main routes into Afghanistan – via
Turkey and Pakistan – were not available
to the allies.
“We ended up flying out of Muscat into
Kabul and that meant every supply had to
go by air,” says Christian.
“That’s why the planning was really
important – if you don’t get things right
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first time, there’s no going back.
“You can’t go back from Kabul.”
Not long after his Afghanistan
expedition, Christian found himself back
in the Middle East planning for another
allied invasion – this time of Iraq.
“My principal responsibility was around
the three field hospitals we deployed into
Iraq,” he explains.
“All in all, I did three years in the
Middle East, my kids were at school in
Durham, my wife was working as a nurse
in Germany, and I was desperate to find

some way of getting us all in one country.”
A posting in Newcastle with the
Territorial Army provided the perfect
opportunity.
Then in his forties, Christian decided
to finally put down some roots, buying a
house in the North East and reuniting with
his wife and children.
A phone call and a promotion meant
the reunion was short-lived, though, with
Christian posted to do a tour in Belfast in
2004.
He says: “You can imagine that while I
was delighted I was being promoted and
was going to command a regiment, I’d
worked hard to get this family time.
“So, I decided that Belfast would be my
last tour.”
Christian left the army in 2007 as a
lieutenant colonel of the regular army,
though did subsequently join the reserves
as a part-time soldier, ending up as
the corps colonel of the Army Medical
Services.
Leaving the regular forces wasn’t
easy for the boy soldier, who had known
nothing else his entire adult life.
But once he made the transition to
civilian living, he soon found a new home
working in the NHS.
Before joining Newcastle GP Services,
and becoming its chief executive in 2017,
Christian worked for ten years as an NHS
practice manager.
It was the perfect job for the retired
medic, who understood the language of
the people he was managing and how to
get the best out of them.
Three years into his current role at the
GP federation, Christian was working with
a committed team to put out a strong
voice for general practice when the
coronavirus pandemic hit in 2020.
It’s been a difficult 15 months for
the NHS, which has required medical
professionals to draw on the same kind
of courage and resolve as soldiers do in
wartime.
Christian believes there are clear
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parallels to be drawn between COVID-19
and conflict, the difference being,
however, that when you’re on an
operational footing in the army, you don’t
have to worry about home life and can be
absolutely focused on the main effort.
He says: “If you are away in Afghanistan
or Croatia, for example, you don’t have
somebody saying to you, ‘the dishwasher
is broken’, or ‘the kids need picking up
from school.’”
Christian’s reflections touch on one of
the biggest concerns as we move out of
the public health crisis – the impact it has
had on people’s mental health.
As someone who’s dealt with more than
his fair share of trauma, Christian has
some sage advice for anyone struggling
right now.
“There are a lot of anxious people out
there and I understand that,” he says.
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“My sense would be to say to them,
‘look for the small things that bring you
solace and live for today.’
“Tomorrow will come along, the sun will
rise, and everything will work out.
“My perspective may be naïve but that’s
how I see things – the army produces
optimists.”
Finding his feet in healthcare after a
truly inspirational career in the army,
Christian is now working with a charitable
organisation called Step into Health,
which supports people who are leaving
the armed forces to find work.
There are tonnes of opportunities in
the healthcare system that soldiers are
perfect for, but many don’t realise the jobs
on offer are suitable for them.
Christian says: “Remember, most
soldiers only do 20 years, so they’ve
already had a career, they’ve got good life

skills, they’ve got a good fitness record,
they can work as a team and they’re very
forward thinking.
“I think they’ve done their best for their
country, and we owe them a duty and to
do our best for them.”
It’s difficult to imagine how anyone
could follow in Christian’s footsteps, but
the reality is there are thousands of British
soldiers deployed all over the world who
will one day return to the UK just like
he did and find themselves having to
navigate what can be a tricky transition
into civilian life.
Step into Health is one of many
organisations working to ease the load for
the people who keep us safe.
Christian says the army puts ordinary
people in extraordinary places.
But what his story shows is that they
can also do extraordinary things.
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US trouble highlights
major issue for North
East businesses
The recent shutdown of the largest pipelines
in the United States due to a massive cyber
attack has yet again highlighted corporate
risks and the vital importance of cyber
security protection.
www.meliuscyber.com
@MeliusCyber

THE COLONIAL PIPELINE SUPPLIES NEARLY HALF
of the petrol and diesel for the US East Coast and its
shutdown by hackers caused widespread disruption and
near chaos.
DarkSide, a hacker group allegedly based in Eastern
Europe, was behind the attack, and it has been reported
it garnered some $90 million in Bitcoin in ransom
money from the hack – and a number of other incidents
against further operators – before shutting down soon
afterwards.
Such a devastating attack attracts the headlines but to
SMEs in the North East it seems a long way away.
However, the facts suggest otherwise, and all senior
business executives need to be vigilant.
According to insurers Hiscox, a small business is
hacked every 19 seconds and there are 65,000 daily
attempts to hack UK SMEs*.
These hacks range in sophistication and are not solely
motivated by immediate financial gain.
However, most expert hackers hold businesses to
ransom and an increasing number of companies are
paying the ransom fee rather than face the disruption
and consequences of data loss or system rebuild.
The reason for this is that the breach was not detected
or was detected too late.
Most businesses do take action to try and prevent
a breach but virtually no SME has anything in place to
detect when a breach has occurred, and those that do,
can only detect the breach if they have a competent IT
team with cybersecurity skills.
Melius Cyber is focused on protecting the SME
marketplace by building cyber counterintelligence
software that will detect a breach and stop a
ransomware attempt before it gets started.
Our in house MELCaaS application is the only
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Reference - * Hiscox report; www.hiscoxgroup.com/news/
press-releases/2018/18-10-18

software on the market at an SME price point that will
protect from – and detect – breaches, without the need
for the SME to be technically competent.
Melius Cyber has put together a team of
acknowledged industry experts whose experience can
help a business’ IT team plan and prepare for a cyber
attack.
David McPherson, Melius’ chief information officer,
says: “Put Simply, MELCaaS performs a penetration test
on your IT estate every day, so if you have a vulnerability
that wasn’t there yesterday, or if a new global threat
has been highlighted, MELCaaS will detect this, and
our team will advise/support you through taking
preventative action.
“We are also helping clients achieve better cyber
hygiene through attaining Cyber Essentials plus and
ISO 27001 certifications, and we have recently been
providing training workshops to highlight the action plan
required to respond to a cyber incident.”
Eldon Jobe [pictured], Melius’ chief commercial
officer, adds: “Headline-grabbing incidents such as the
Colonial Pipeline, Travelex and British Airways are just
the tip of the iceberg.
“Cybercrime is a real threat to all UK businesses and
in all probability a serious breach will put 90 per cent of
companies out of business, so taking preventative action
is not enough.
“SMEs must prepare for when they are breached.
“To do this, they must be able to discover a breach as
quickly as possible.”

Melius Cyber
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MELCaaS
searches for
breaches by
use of clever
automation
talking to the AI
engine, which
in turn feeds
knowledge to the
Machine Learning
brain. It can
detect changes in
your IT estate, as
well as changes
in behaviour
that would not
normally be
detected.

39

Health_
Advertorial_Recovery4Life

Health_
Advertorial_Recovery4Life

The unknown legacy – COVID-19’s impact on health
and wellbeing in the workplace
COVID-19 case numbers may have dropped across the UK from their early year spikes, and
some restrictions may have eased, but for a great number the situation remains no less
difficult, with the pandemic continuing to have a marked effect on people. And, as venues
re-open and companies seek to return staff to traditional places of work, John Devitt, chief
executive at Recovery4Life, says it is time to re-think mental health and wellbeing.

www.recovery4life.co.uk
@Recovery4LifeNE

AS THE GOVERNMENT BEGINS ITS ROADMAP
for lifting COVID-19 restrictions and opening up
society, COVID-19’s real legacy is yet to be seen.
As we return to work, there has never been a greater
need for businesses to look at how they will address
the health and wellbeing needs of their people.
The pandemic has had a profound effect on society,
as much through the often-unseen impact it has had
on people’s mental health and wellbeing as its palpable
physical consequences.
With continuing uncertainty over vaccine efficacy,
and emerging mutations such as the Indian doublemutation variant, this situation is likely to continue for
at least another three to five years.
While many individuals have sought support during
the last year, businesses will have to deal with these
conditions going forward as firms seek to welcome
back workers after months in makeshift home offices.
“As we pick up the pieces and start looking at
new ways of working, health and wellbeing in the
workplace has to be more than fruit-on-a-Friday,
gym memberships and the odd yoga session,” says
John Devitt, chief executive of the award-winning
Recovery4Life, which helps businesses support their
people with specialist health support that includes
mental health, COVID-19 testing and substance misuse
services.
John continues: “The impact of the pandemic on
depression, anxiety and trauma means even more cases
will emerge over the next 12 months and are only likely
to go on increasing.
“Fear, grief, trauma and isolation will impact on every
workplace, so every business needs to consider how
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they will pre-empt these situations.
“Figures before the pandemic showed that one in
six people reported experiencing feelings of anxiety
and depression every week in England¹. COVID-19 has
exacerbated this and will have a long-term impact on
how people feel, so strong support mechanisms need
to be in place to help them.
“In terms of the impact of isolation, a lot of people
are coming out of shielding or working from home, and
a number of them will be anxious about leaving that
environment because they’ve become conditioned to it.
“Mental health and psychological security impacts
on all parts of a business and at all levels – this needs to
be a cornerstone of any health and wellbeing strategy.
“Businesses need to look at their plans for promoting
good health and wellbeing and ensuring there are
effective systems in place to support those who need
help.”
John adds: “Employers need to ensure they have a
clear understanding of how they are going to support
staff going forward, what to do if someone is in
distress, and how they will manage situations if we
have further lockdowns.
“The most important thing is to know your people
and adapt policies, programmes and practice to
develop a supportive and empathetic culture.
“Last month’s Mental Health Awareness Week
and similar initiatives help provide a focus for these
issues but for this to make a real difference it needs to
become part of the DNA of the company and not just
an annual event.
“Recruit health and wellbeing champions within your
business to lead on developing promoting ‘good’ health

Reference – 1: Mind; Mental health facts and statistics – www.mind.org.uk/informationsupport/types-of-mental-health-problems/statistics-and-facts-about-mental-health

initiatives and try to integrate these into company
volunteering programmes and CSR activities.
“Internal health and wellbeing champions are
an effective means of demonstrating a company’s
commitment to its people and there are free resources
online from a wide range of campaigns to improve the
health and wellbeing of your people – from menopause
awareness to debt management – making it a costeffective way of supporting employees whatever the
budget.
“While this is a lot to take in when you’re running a
business or department, if people are confused or feel
they are lacking in support, that is where we come in.”
John continues: “We care passionately about people
and their mental health and wellbeing is absolutely
paramount to what we do and as we work with
companies of all sizes – from sole traders/consultants
to large companies – we firmly believe the first step
is to maximise the resources and systems you already
have in place.
“Companies must also take a more integrated
approach to occupational health, employee assistance
programmes (EAP) and even drug and alcohol
programmes, as well as programmes such as mental
health first aid and volunteering schemes.
“These cannot just be tick-box exercises – they must
be self-propagating and have a purpose.
“Once these are operating effectively, employers can
identify any gaps and the best way for addressing them
or enhancing areas of need.
“EAPs are of particular concern, as many are not
effective and are entirely reactive.
“A lot of people will be returning to offices and
factories following the pandemic and it is therefore
vital EAPs are up-to-date and proactive, because not
everyone will be ready to go back or pick up the phone
to ask for help.
“Our EAP model is designed to include elements
of assertive outreach by working with HR teams and
line managers to identify those who may be struggling
and offering support appropriately and straight away,
without the need for waiting lists.
“The key thing is the speed of response, and we
always look to contact someone within 24 hours of
them reaching out; we are a 24/7 business.
“We meet people where they feel most comfortable
and where it is safe to do so – that can be in their
office, at one of our clinics, at a café or, if it works best
for them, in their home.”

Recovery4Life’s top tips for improving
the mental health and wellbeing of your
people:
• Make your health and wellbeing strategy a priority
and ask yourself whether your current policies
and working practices support good mental and
physical health. Is your sickness policy supportive?
Is flexible working available for those with carer
responsibilities?
Recovery4Life
-

If you are an
individual or
business that
would like to find
out more about
Recovery4Life’s
mental health
and wellbeing
support services,
or wish to learn
more about its
drug, alcohol
and COVID-19
programmes,
contact John on
03333 448 288.
Earlier this year,
Recovery4Life
was honoured
with the
Innovation
Award at the
NEPIC Industry
Awards for its
development
of workplace
COVID-19 risk
management
services. Its
platforms include
Passport2Work,
the free, webbased function
that takes a
multi-systemic
approach to
identifying the 14
main symptoms
of coronavirus
alongside presymptomatic and
asymptomatic
carriers.

• Have you completed or updated your HSE stress
management audits as people return to work?
- Review

and make sure these include COVID-19
related risks…
• Is your occupational health provision able to
address complex mental health and physical longCOVID-19 symptoms?
if it is but change provider if it isn’t…
- Good

•D
 o you have an EAP service in place and is it fit for
purpose?
• Be aware that public sector health services are
stretched, so, if you can afford private healthcare,
look for a provider that will cover these conditions
and change provider if they don’t.
• Train your frontline supervisors/managers – they
are key to making a difference at shop floor level.
•L
 ook after your managers and HR teams – they
need support too and are often expected to have
all the answers to increasingly complex questions.
• Mental health first aiders are often at the forefront
of a company’s response to supporting mental
health in the workplace. Make sure you offer
ongoing training, supervision/reflective practice
etc.
• Recruit health and wellbeing champions within
your business to lead on developing promoting
‘good’ health initiatives and try to integrate these
into your company culture.
• And finally – look after yourself! Make sure you
take holidays and watch your wear and tear – if you
can’t look after yourself, you won’t be able to look
after the people around you.
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Muckle LLP helps innovative healthcare technology
business secure £530,000 investment
Leading regional law firm Muckle LLP has helped immersive reality firm XR Therapeutics to
secure £530,000 investment to make a real difference to people with autism and those with
anxiety.
www.muckle-llp.com
@MuckleLLP

XR THERAPEUTICS, A CUTTING-EDGE
healthcare technology business, has been created
following research from Newcastle University and
Cumbria, Northumberland, Tyne and Wear NHS
Foundation Trust (CNTW).
Using immersive reality to recreate situations that
cause anxiety for people with autism, XR Therapeutics
combines traditional cognitive behavioural therapy
(CBT) and exposure therapies through a wide range of
virtual reality environments.
The therapies have been extensively researched
and evaluated for nearly a decade and have been
commended by NHS practitioners.
XR Therapeutics is also developing technology for
wider application among those suffering with anxiety.
Newcastle-based Muckle LLP helped the company to
secure around £180,000 from Innovate UK, £200,000
from Northstar Ventures and £150,000 from Business
Angels.
Amy Wanless, corporate senior associate, and
Hayden Richards, corporate solicitor, from Muckle LLP,
acted for XR Therapeutics in this investment, guiding
the team through the process and possible scenarios.
Academics and healthcare professionals from
Newcastle University and CNTW started working
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together nine years ago in a bid to try and improve
results for people with anxiety being treated with CBT.
By combining the latest immersive reality technology
with CBT, XR Therapeutics will greatly improve results
for people being treated for anxiety, fears or phobia in
specific situations.
The company is developing an extensive library
of virtual reality scenes and is looking to roll out its
services to NHS trusts across the UK.
It is also investigating links in the United States,
Middle East, Asia and Eastern Europe.
XR Therapeutics aims to be the leading provider
of VR in mental health care by using innovative
technology in the NHS.
Billy Webber, chief executive, says: “We’re very
grateful for the help of the experts at Muckle LLP,
whose advice has been invaluable in negotiating and
guiding us through these investment deals.
“Their down to earth approach and levels of service
have been exemplary throughout this process, and the
investment is instrumental in taking our business to the
next level.
“The real wow factor here – and the research results
speak for themselves – is that the improvements are
so dramatic for people suffering from anxiety and their
families.
“If we can use our business acumen, technology
and academic expertise to give something back and
really change people’s lives for the better, then our
communities and the world will be a much richer
place.”
Amy adds: “It was a privilege to be able to support
this fantastic young company through the process, and
it is very rewarding to see the XR Therapeutics team
build a successful business while also helping change
the lives of so many people for the better.
“We wish them all the success for the future and look
forward to working with them as the business grows.”

There’s still life in the
office market
When the Government issued the message
to stay at home in March 2020, businesses
around the UK closed their offices to all
but essential workers and the remainder of
the workforce went from shiny corporate
offices to the kitchen table overnight.
As the months went by, many predicted
the end of office working, but how is the
office market actually performing? Paul
Fairlamb, associate commercial surveyor at
youngsRPS, assesses the situation.
www.youngsrps.com
@youngsrps
paul.fairlamb@youngsrps.com

LOOKING AT THE FACTS – WORK BALANCE
British Airways was one of many employers to
recently announce the global pandemic has taught it
that many of its team enjoy working from home, and are
more productive, meaning the airline needs to look more
seriously at flexible ways of working.
However, other occupiers have given a vote of
confidence in the London office market, notably Calvin
Klein, which has signed a pre-let for 50,000sq ft of
space at the former BBC Television Centre.
Microsoft’s recent annual Work Trend Index, which
surveys 30,000 people around the world, found 73
per cent want employers to continue to offer flexible
working, but 67 per cent of workers also wanted more ‘in
person’ time with their colleagues.
Another recent survey, by KPMG, found that only 17
per cent of employers questioned said they expected
to reduce their office requirement within the next three
years, down from 69 per cent six months ago.
It is also clear from our experience of managing office
developments that there is a proportion of workers who
don’t have the space to work from home in the longer
term, and who have found the health, wellbeing and
social impact of working from home too difficult.
WHAT DOES THIS MEAN FOR THE OFFICE MARKET?
Flexible or hybrid working is forecast to be the
dominant trend in the office market – the trend for hot

desking is likely to be replaced by the opportunity for
workers to split their hours between the office and
home. Employers will also keep a very keen eye on
productivity; a number of employers found productivity
actually rising at the start of lockdown but have now
seen it fall away. Those employers will want to see all
staff back in the office.
Even those businesses who do want their employees
back in the office full-time will need to look at the
environment they provide to retain the best workforce.
Some industry designers are suggesting that future
workspaces will provide around 12 sq metres of
floorspace for each employee, rather than the current
norm of eight sq metres.
There is also likely to be more emphasis on providing
a better-quality environment, such as improved air
handling and some outside break-out space.
These changes in office trends will ultimately feed into
the market but this will take some time to materialise
as many occupiers will be mid-way through leases and
unable to make changes to their office environment.
There is likely to be a shuffling through the market;
some occupiers will seek larger offices, which will allow
them to offer a better environment to staff, while others
will seek to reduce their requirements, allowing people
to work from home while retaining an office presence to
allow social contact between team members, as well as
space for training new and existing staff.
There is also predicted to be a move to more suburban
office locations, which can be easily accessed by car and
where parking is more plentiful.

youngsRPS
-

youngsRPS is
an independent
firm of chartered
surveyors, land
and estate
agents, planning
consultants and
commercial
surveyors
that operates
from offices in
Newcastle,
Darlington,
Alnwick,
Dumfries,
Hexham,
Sedgefield and
Northallerton,
North Yorkshire.
To contact
Paul, email
paul.fairlamb@
youngsrps.com

EMBRACE THE CHANGE!
While the pandemic is likely to have a significant
effect on the office market, it is certainly not the end.
There will undoubtedly be some larger scale
employers that will reduce their office requirements, and
these cases will make headlines in the media. However,
this is not the full story and in our recent experience
there is still demand for office space.
The youngsRPS commercial team have let and sold
a number of offices during lockdown, as well as selling
office investments.
We have noticed a shift in requirements to more
suburban locations and several tenants moving up and
down the office spectrum.
Hybrid working is here to stay, but so is the office
and it is up to landlords and their agents to adapt their
offering to the changing market.
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‘Reaching new
heights’
Launching a £1 billion trading
agreement with India last month,
Prime Minister Boris Johnson said
the deal – claimed to be worth
6500 new UK jobs – will take “the
relationship between our two
countries to new highs”.
According to the announcement,
the tie-up includes new Indian
investments worth more than £530
million that will deliver jobs across
areas including healthcare and
technology and support Britain’s
low carbon drive.
Downing Street says it will also
create opportunities for British
businesses in India across the food
and drink and life sciences sectors,
thanks to the lowering of non-tariff

A new trading
landscape
With nearly six months having now passed since Boris Johnson signed the UK’s trade
deal with the EU, the Government is taking steps to turn its ‘Get Brexit Done’ slogan
from rhetoric to reality. Following confirmation of a commercial partnership with
Japan, news of its intention to join the Comprehensive and Progressive Trans-Pacific
Partnership and the unveiling of its first eight English freeport locations, Downing
Street has now agreed an enhanced trade partnership with India, which it says will
create thousands of jobs and add billions to the countries’ respective economies.
Steven Hugill speaks to Julie Underwood, North East England Chamber of Commerce
executive director of international trade, and Philip Aldridge, North East of England
Process Industry Cluster (NEPIC) chief executive, to learn more about what the deal
could mean for companies in the region.

barriers on goods such as fruit and
medical devices.
Furthermore, it says the
relationship, described as an
enhanced trade partnership,
will pave the way for a full deal
that has the potential to lower or
remove existing tariffs, such as
those that can reach up to 150 per
cent on whisky and up to 125 per
cent on vehicles.

4It’s a short word with much longer

Words by Steven Hugill
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meaning.
No, not COVID.
Trade.
When the UK finally reached a Brexit
deal on Christmas Eve last year, Prime
Minister Boris Johnson couldn’t help
himself.
Proclaiming to the nation on social
media that he’d delivered an early festive
present, he urged people to celebrate
with him the economic glad tidings
and investment trimmings the agreement
would yield.
Many businesses, though, whose
commercial contracts sat with operators
across EU countries, weren’t as quick to
share the merriment.
And as confusion reigned during the
early weeks of 2021 – which meant the

PM’s ‘present’ felt more like one of those
festive family games that has an
eye-catching box but needs
innumerable batteries and equal
amounts of patience to fathom its
instruction sheet – many found
themselves searching desperately for a
gift receipt.
In response, the Government
turned its ‘Get Brexit Done’ dial up
another notch, succeeding a free trade
agreement signed last October with
Japan with confirmation of its intent to
join the Comprehensive and Progressive
Trans-Pacific Partnership, another free
trade bloc that includes Canada, New
Zealand and Singapore.
Elsewhere, its revealing of England’s
first eight freeport sites – of which
Teesside is one – to “turbocharge” UK

business by delivering tax reliefs and
simpler customs rules, was followed by
talks with Australia about another tarifffree deal.
In early May, Downing Street went
further again, this time unveiling a
blueprint to strengthen commercial ties
with India. Described as an enhanced
trade partnership worth a purported £1
billion, the Government says the latter
will create more than 6500 UK jobs and
pave the way for a future free trade
agreement between the UK and the
Asian powerhouse.
According to its announcement,
Downing Street says the deal aims to
double the countries’ existing annual
£23 billion trade relationship by 2030
and build on the 500,000-plus UK jobs it
already supports.
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Outside in
Words by Philip Aldridge,
chief executive, NEPIC

4“I am very pleased to
hear the UK and Indian
governments have reached
a new trade and investment
deal, with the prospect of a
more comprehensive free trade
deal in the future.
“This is a great step forward,
which will boost Britain’s
overseas presence post-Brexit
and set preparations for future
co-operation that will benefit
both nations.”

Alongside a raft of new export
contracts, ministers say the
agreement has secured fresh Indian
investment in the UK from the likes
of IT and business services firm HCL
Technologies, which has a base in
Middlesbrough.
Given everything operators have
gone through over recent months, the
deal, says Julie Underwood, North
East England Chamber of Commerce
executive director of international
trade, represents welcome positivity
and provides firms – which have
revised distribution models in light
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of Brexit – with potential scope to extend
their boundaries.
She says: “Brexit has had a significant
impact – we saw a lot of companies at the
start of the year trying to get to grips with
the changes in trade arrangements.
“Some businesses that never previously
had to deal with any trading barriers have
now put measures in place, and some of
them will be thinking that if they have done
that for the EU, then why can’t they then
adapt for India too?
“India is a market that represents a lot of
opportunity across a number of sectors.
“It is obviously very different exporting
to India than it is to somewhere like France,
but a number of companies have almost
got the building blocks in place to, at the
very least, look at it.”
And Julie says the prospects for North
East firms looking to India as a possible
new commercial stream are much stronger
thanks to existing relationships across
the chemical and pharmaceutical sectors,
which have been forged over the years by
the Chamber alongside the Department
for International Trade (DIT) and the North
East Process Industry Cluster (NEPIC).

She also says regional operators stand
to benefit from the hosting of a delegation
with the British deputy high commissioner
in Chennai.
Originally scheduled for last summer, the
visit was postponed due to the COVID-19
pandemic, but Julie says plans are in
place to make it happen once restrictions
ease sufficiently, with the event expected
to focus on opportunities across the life
sciences and healthcare, green energy and
creative and digital sectors.
“There is a very strong relationship
between the two countries within the
chemical sector, particularly on Teesside,”
says Julie.
“We ran four trade missions to India
between 2016 and 2019, and each one
was based around the Indian Chemical
Conference, in Mumbai, with some North
East companies taking part as speakers.
“Each mission took the opportunity
to visit other chemical producing areas
of India, including Pune, Bangalore
and Vapi, and links were starting to be
developed with the pharmaceutical sector
too, specifically in Bangalore with the
Karnataka Drugs and Pharmaceuticals

Outside in
Words by Julie Underwood,
executive director of international
trade, North East England
Chamber of Commerce

4“We will be running events

Manufacturers’ Association.
“One of the biggest successes was
Micropore Technologies, which is based at
the Wilton Centre, near Redcar,” continues
Julie.
“They attended the missions and last
year set up and formed an Indian company
in Hyderabad, employing a dedicated sales
representative for India.”
Her optimism is matched by
Philip Aldridge, NEPIC chief executive,
who says the Government’s announcement
can provide real thrust to the region’s
process industry.
He says: “NEPIC has, for many years,
established strong relations with our
industry colleagues in India and led
numerous trade delegations that have
resulted in additional sales for both large
and small members.
“The current deal will support the
region’s pharmaceutical, life sciences and
biotechnology sectors, along with the
development of important plastic recycling
technology, all of which are of great
significance to NEPIC members and the
future prosperity of the process industries

in the North East.”
However, Julie says it isn’t just the
chemical processing and healthcare
sectors that stand to benefit from Britain’s
deal with India, with a virtual food and
drink sector trade mission to the Asian
country planned for September.
Led by DIT North East, the ‘visit’ will
allow operators to get a taste of the
marketplace to sense where their goods
could fit in.
Julie says: “India is a huge and growing
market that is seeing a sustained period
of strong growth with a large youth
demographic and a rising middle-class.
“There is huge opportunity, especially
for producers of health and nutritional
products.”
And while Julie remains wary of
Brexit’s continuing impact on day-to-day
operations for companies in the North
East, she says the announcement of trade
agreements, such as the Government’s
new Indian relationship, at least provides
reasons to be positive as firms enter the
second half of the year.
“I think we will need at least 12 months

to help businesses understand
free trade events, using the
announcements to bring their
potential to life for companies.
“It is vital we translate these
announcements into tangible
benefits for businesses and
let them know how they can
access them.”

to be able to properly reflect on
the impact of Brexit on trade, given
everything that has happened –
and is continuing to happen – with
COVID-19,” she says
“The start of the year was almost a
perfect storm.
“But there is always optimism – we
have always been like that as a region;
we see opportunities and we try and
take them.
“There are a lot of free trade
agreements being negotiated, like the
one with India, and they can bring a lot
of benefits.
“Ultimately, anything that reduces
barriers to trade and how we do
business as a region and country is
going to be very helpful.”
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Giving back is an inherent part of human nature, and nowhere is it perhaps
more discernible than at Newcastle-based property, leisure and care sector
operator Malhotra Group. As founder and chairman Meenu Malhotra
embarks on a £150 million accommodation, entertainment and sports
development in the Punjab city of Ludhiana, where he spent his early
years before moving to Newcastle, son and heir apparent Atul is working
on landmark North East projects that will leave his own legacies. Here,
Steven Hugill speaks to Atul to learn more about the family business’ crosscontinent endeavours and why he will always be indebted to his father.

LASTING
LEGACIES

Words by Steven Hugill
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4Cricket stirs great passion across India.
For millions, the sport is a second
religion that incites excitement and
rejoice in equal measure.
The northerly state of Punjab plays no
small part in the fervour, with venerated
spinners Bishan Singh Bedi and Harbhajan
Singh, and batsman Yuvraj Singh – who
once hit six sixes in an over against
England – notable hometown performers
across the decades.
Now, another proud son of Punjab
is readying himself for his own selfconfessed big innings between the two
nations.
This time, though, the action won’t take
place on a field but a construction site –
specifically a 15-acre expanse once used
as family farmland in the city of Ludhiana.
Meenu Malhotra, who grew up in the
industrial hub before moving to Newcastle
as an 18-year-old in the late 1970s, is
giving back to the place that shaped his
formative years.
And how.
As 2020 gave way to 2021, Meenu,
who is founder and chairman of property,

Photography by Christopher Owens
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hold of the reins.
It will also give Atul an opportunity to
create his own legacies, a prospect he
says is exciting, having honed his skills
since joining the family firm full-time as a
22-year-old, following years of weekend
and holiday work.
“I don’t think my father will ever
really retire,” says Atul, “but he is slowly
insulating me to take the company
forward.
“He wasn’t tough with me when I was
growing up, but he wanted me to learn
every facet of the business.
“He would say, ‘when you’re sitting
in the big seat, it is important to have
experienced all the different departments’.
“One of my first jobs was at one of
Newcastle’s very first privately-owned
student accommodation developments,”
reveals Atul, who remembers, as a
youngster, the family’s clothing shops in
Wallsend, Byker and Hexham, and making
rent collections at homes his father owned
in Wallsend, Walker and Benwell.
He continues: “We turned the old
Parrish’s department store into living
space on Shields Road and I worked 12
hour shifts on security looking after 200
students, the building and staff.
“I also pulled pints in the Duke of
Northumberland, which was the first pub
we bought.
“We took it on because it was a lovely
building, but not long after, Heineken
asked if we wanted the pub downstairs –
my first thought was, ‘I haven’t a clue how
to run one!’
“It was scary to begin with, but my
father came up with a very successful
plan and it gave me great experience of
dealing with customers while looking after
a busy site, its staff, cash, beer and things
like wastage and gross profit too.
“It was a very busy pub, particularly
on matchdays, doing more than 2000
barrels a year, and it remains one of our
most profitable sites,” adds Atul, who will
celebrate his 40th birthday this summer.
He gained similarly valuable knowledge
when Malhotra Group embarked on a
gaming centre venture in the south of the
region at the start of the new millennium.
The hours were extensive, but he says
they have long since proved their worth.
“Every day I travelled down to Stockton

@MALHOTRAGROUP
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leisure and care sector operator Malhotra
Group, unveiled a £150 million blueprint
to create a huge 2000-job complex on the
outskirts of Ludhiana.
His plans include 11 towers, which
will house 1100 two and three-bedroom
apartments, a 550,000sq ft shopping mall
replete with national and international
retailers and restaurants, a hotel and a
multiplex cinema.
They also comprise a sprawling sports
campus that complements a swimming
pool and badminton and tennis courts
with walking tracks and snooker and table
tennis rooms.
Work could begin later this year.
Alongside its many economic and
social advantages, the project, says
Meenu’s son Atul, will be a fitting legacy
for his 60-year-old father, whose love for
Ludhiana has never dimmed.
“Newcastle is my father’s adopted
home; he has been here 40 years and it
has given him so much,” says Atul, who is
operations director at Malhotra Group.
“But he is a passionate Indian and a
patriotic Punjabi, and Ludhiana will always
be his home.
“He refers to this project as his one
last big innings; it is all about leaving a
legacy.”
Atul continues: “He bought the land
about 25 years ago.
“I used to laugh because although it
was a mammoth space, it was basically
farmland – I remember my grandma going
every morning to pick fresh fruit and
vegetables.
“But he said to me, ‘son, one day this
plot of land will come good’, and he was
right.
“Over the last 15 to 20 years, there
has been a massive economic boom in
India and the part of Ludhiana where
the scheme is planned is prime ready for
development.”
With Meenu – who began working
in the North East in a newsagents’
shop – personally overseeing the Indian
scheme, Atul is preparing to take on
further responsibility for Malhotra Group’s
continued local and national growth.
It represents, he says, the beginning of
a slow transition of the company, which
will see the Northumbria University
business studies graduate take a firmer

MALHOTRAGROUP.CO.UK
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to set up the arcade,” recalls Atul.
“It was tough getting up at 6am and
getting to bed at close to midnight, and it
took me about a year to get the business
settled and processes in place.
“But it was time well spent – there was
a lot of cash in arcade gaming centres 20
years ago, so it was a good learning curve
in terms of processes.”
From there, Atul says the business
“snowballed”, which led him on a path
to his current role of operations director,
which has a specific focus on Malhotra
Group’s successful leisure arm and
includes a raft of well-known hotels,
restaurants and bars.
With its portfolio featuring the revival
of Newcastle’s oldest banqueting hall in
The Market Lane pub – which was once
used to entertain the landed gentry –
and the multi-million-pound restoration
of Cloth Market-based live music hall
Balmbra’s – which forms part of the
famous Geordie song Blaydon Races –
Atul has the ingredients to begin creating
his own legacies.
He says: “We are very good at
identifying properties and bringing them
back to their glory days.
“I have to admit that I initially didn’t
fully realise what Balmbra’s means to
the city; we bought it ten years ago
52
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and I knew it was mentioned in the
Blaydon Races, but it was only when we
announced our proposals that I saw the
passion people have for it.
“I put a photograph of our plans for the
building on my Twitter feed, and it gained
more than 150,000 impressions and 1000
likes,” continues Atul, who spent a year
with an Atlanta hospitality company in the
USA before joining the family firm on a
full-time basis.
“It’s Newcastle’s oldest live music
hall, so we’re going down that route,” he
continues.
“It has a 500-person capacity, and
any future COVID-19 restrictions
notwithstanding, I want it to be known
– bar the Utilita Arena – as one of the
largest music spots in the city.
“I want to have live bands, get local
artistes and pianists to play, offer karaoke
and maybe even get artistes to do private
gigs.
“The opportunities are endless.”
However, the business’ leisure division
extends further still, with its new,
multi-million-pound headquarters on
Newcastle’s Grey Street – known as
Malhotra House – complemented by
ownership of several buildings on the
boulevard that includes Leila Lily’s bar
and restaurant and the four-star boutique
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					 ADOPTED HOME;

HE HAS BEEN
							
							HERE 40 YEARS
AND IT HAS
GIVEN HIM SO MUCH
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Grey Street Hotel.
Furthermore, plans are in place to
deliver what bosses call the ‘Dorchester
of the North’, a £30 million luxury hotel
and leisure development, complete with
rooftop swimming pool, terraces, bars
and restaurants, that will straddle Grey
Street and Mosely Street.
Elsewhere, in Gosforth, the company –
which recently welcomed KPMG’s former
Newcastle senior partner David Elliott as
chief financial officer – oversees the Three
Mile hotel, bar and restaurant, having
spent £10 million to renovate the venue.
“We are working with a lot of history
and with that comes responsibility,” says
Atul, who reveals brother and London
sports agency founder Varun – who once
worked for musician Jay-Z’s Roc Nation
entertainment company – is set to join the
family business to support its hospitality
sector progress.
“We are honoured and humbled to
own a large part of Grey Street but with
that comes a responsibility to the city to
ensure we do it justice.
“It is the best street in the North East
and has been voted as one of the best in
the country, and we are working with the
council and Heritage England to return it
to its glory days.
“But we have a large UK portfolio of
property and we’re sitting on more than
£100 million worth of developments in
leisure, hospitality and care.”
And Atul says the business – which
recently named Kathryn Nicholson as its
new financial director – is enjoying real
success in its care division.
Operating under the Prestwick Care
banner, the endeavour is headed by his
uncle Bunty, who is on the board of the
Care North East member organisation,
which includes independent care
home providers and local care home
associations.
Having recently opened Beech Tree
House, a £12 million, 100-job, 86-bed
home in Alnwick, Atul says the care side

of the company, which employs 800 of
Malhotra Group’s 1200-strong workforce,
has further plans in the pipeline.
He says: “We will complete on Bede
House, a 66-bed Ryhope-based home,
this summer, and are working on a £10
million project at the old Rex Hotel, in
Whitley Bay, which will create a 90-bed
care home with stunning views.
“We have 800 beds across the
business, but this will exceed 1000 beds in
the next few years.
“There are a lot of exciting projects
coming up across the board.”
And, with such strong foundations in
place, Atul, who is married to Natalie and
father to Leila and Eva, says he is relishing
the prospect of leaving his own legacies
for the next generation, just like his father.
He adds: “We’re are in this great place,
which is in no small part down to my
father.
“He was brave, he took calculated risks
and look how they have paid off.
“He’s gone on an amazing journey and
I’m extremely proud of him.
“It’s now up to me and my siblings to
take the group forward for many more
years to come.”
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Ethical investment – what does it mean today?
As society’s focus on sustainability grows ever stronger, so too does investors’ desire to be
more environmentally principled about where they put their money. But what does ethical
investment entail and what steps exist to help investors go down the route? Here, Ian
Wilkinson, Perspective (North East) Ltd managing director, explains more.
www.pfgl.co.uk
@perspectivefgl

Perspective
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If you would like
to know more
about ethical
investing, contact
Perspective
(North East) Ltd’s
Newcastle office
on 0191 217 3340
or its Darlington
office on 01325
289400.
Note: The
value of your
investment can
go down as well
as up, and you
may get back less
than you have
invested.
From its
Newcastle and
Darlington bases,
Perspective
(North East) Ltd
provides advice
and support
to individuals,
companies and
trustees on areas
that include
investment,
retirement
planning,
inheritance
tax planning,
personal wealth
and corporate
planning.
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LIKE MANY FINANCIAL IDEAS, INVESTING
‘ethically’ can quickly become overly complicated by
industry language.
It is not always well understood; investors may want
their money to do good, or at least do no harm, but it is
not always clear how to get started.
When we talk about ethical investing, what we really
mean is putting your money into investments that are
responsible and sustainable.
Ethical investing originally meant using ‘sin screens’
to weed out potential investments in industries clients
wanted to avoid.
This is what is known as negative screening,
preventing investment in industries such as alcohol,
tobacco, gambling and armaments, and enabling funds
to be selected that exclude certain industries.
Today, however, there are ways to invest positively
and proactively.
Positive action
Negative screening still plays an important role.
However, investors and providers can now adopt a
more proactive style, finding companies that work hard
to manage their impact and legacy on the world.
This positive screening considers numerous
environmental, social and governance (ESG) elements
for investment.
ESG: The key questions
ESG draws a number of questions that investors
will need to ask before making any decisions on their
finances.
They include:
Environmental factors – How does an organisation
approach climate change, energy and water usage,
resource management, waste disposal, the ecological
impact of their products and their carbon footprint?
Social factors – Is a company attuned to social

diversity, human rights and consumer protection, and
does it work to promote a healthier and higher quality
of life for staff and stakeholders? Furthermore, does the
business behave in a responsible way and expect the
same of their suppliers?
Governance factors – How does a company build
and review its management structure? How does it
approach employee and investor relations?
Are there sufficient levels of transparency, honesty
and integrity at board level, and is this ethos shared
across the company?
Action for the future
The above are all questions that modern, socially
aware investors are keen to engage with.
By making positive screening part of the investment
process, providers can find funds that include
companies setting a positive example through
environmentally-friendly products, socially-responsible
business practices and strong corporate governance
infrastructures.
Positive screening is not just about recognising what
is being done by businesses today, though.
It is about encouraging them to keep ESG
considerations at the forefront of what they do today
and striving to achieve ever-higher ESG standards
going forward.
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Prioritise your people –
lessons learned from life in lockdown
After a disruptive year, organisations across the North East are looking forward to the
gradual easing of COVID-19 pandemic restrictions and will be planning a smooth transition
back into the workplace over the coming months. This process will have its challenges
and business leaders will need to think carefully about how they can continue to keep
their employees safe, while also ensuring they remain happy, motivated and supported.
Dawn Robinson, global director (people) at shipping insurance specialist North P&I Club
(North), looks at the key learnings from the past year and how she plans to ensure employee
wellbeing is at the forefront of the business’ plans going forward.
www.nepia.com
@NorthPandIClub
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SAFETY FIRST
Infection rates are falling, and the vaccination
programme is progressing, however, we should not
be under any illusion that the threat of COVID-19 has
passed.
As restrictions ease, business leaders and managers’
first priority should be to make sure employees have a
safe environment to return to.
Here at North, we have been looking at our office
space, reviewing footfall and how people move within
the workplace.
Armed with this data, we have moved desks to
ensure social distancing can be maintained at all times.
Numerous sanitation points can now be found across

Throughout the pandemic we have been incredibly
proactive in communicating with our people, from
recording video messages from the chief executive
after important governmental updates, to ensuring
managers host regular meetings with their teams.
We have also begun hosting virtual drop-in sessions
with people managers every other week, providing a
forum for airing any concerns or ideas.
These sessions have made it clear to our people that
our senior team is ready to listen to any problems they
may have, and that additional support is available.
We’ve had 45 new starters join the business since
April last year and all their inductions have been virtual
– which has proved particularly challenging for both

all key touchpoints in our building, and we have also
ensured all rooms are equipped with a regular supply of
clean, filtered air.
We have reviewed staggered employee shift
patterns to minimise unnecessary mixing and will be
encouraging the wearing of masks when moving about
or entering and leaving the building.
We hope these measures help provide peace of
mind, as well as demonstrate our commitment to
providing a safe environment for all.
As changes continue to evolve daily with COVID-19,
we will ensure we slowly transition our people’s return
through initially addressing those keen to return for
health or task essential routines to perform as a priority.

new recruits and their managers.
To overcome this, we have introduced quarterly
check-ins and completely overhauled our induction
programme.
This has been received well, with feedback from our
latest people survey telling us that nine out of ten new
starters were pleased with their inductions.
All of this has enabled us to continuously engage,
reassure and build confidence with people and make
them feel involved in all the decisions we make as a
business.
It’s really helped break down barriers across all
departments and unite everyone in a way like never
before.

COMMUNICATION IS KEY
As with any programme of change, communication is
key to building trust and reassurance with employees.

FOCUS ON EMPLOYEE WELLBEING
Stress, anxiety, depression, grief and loneliness are
all feelings that have been amplified by the pandemic.

Our mental health has undoubtedly suffered this
past year, so as employees return to the workplace, it
is important to look out for their emotional, as well as
physical, wellbeing.
To address this, we implemented a range of tactics
purpose-designed to boost morale, encourage healthy
habits and get people talking in these challenging
times.
We set up a ‘North natters’ Facebook group, a Friday
five live chat with our leaders and launched regular
health and fitness challenges across the organisation.
We’ve also employed a virtual doctor to respond
to employee health queries and are in the process
of introducing mental health first aiders, who will be
specially trained to identify and deal with mental health
concerns.
With social gatherings off the agenda for the
moment, we’ve also worked hard to boost morale in
other ways.
We’ve put on quiz nights, hosted virtual parties and
sent all employees, including those overseas, Christmas
hampers with locally sourced gifts – all of which have
put big smiles on faces.
I’m incredibly proud to say that this year we have
also achieved the Better Health at Work Gold Award –
an accolade that commends the efforts of employers in
the North East and Cumbria in addressing health issues
within the workplace.
North has always put employee wellbeing at the
centre of the business, so it’s truly fantastic to see this
recognised.
I’d urge all employers across the region to look at

similar awards and initiatives, as it’s really made a
difference to the productivity and morale of our people.
LISTEN TO YOUR PEOPLE AND IMPLEMENT
CHANGES
One of the best things we carried out at the start
of the pandemic was an internal people survey that
monitored how everyone was feeling about different
areas of the business – including their opinions on
levels of engagement, policies, rewards, diversity and
how they felt about the business culture.
We received a phenomenal response and achieved
an employee net promoter score of 64 (up from 57 last
year).
This really gave us the confidence in what we were
doing as a business and gave us a clear picture of what
our people wanted to see more of.
We are now using the results of our survey to adapt
our working practices and make changes that will
benefit both our clients and our employees.
These include allowing employees to continue to
work from home, and work flexibly, as well as how we
can offer more support to parents of young families or
those with caring responsibilities.
COVID-19 has forced organisations to make long
overdue changes in the way they approach business
operations and working practices, and even though the
pandemic is (hopefully!) coming to an end, there is no
reason to abandon these important lessons.
It’s vital we continue to listen, respond and learn,
so that our organisations can continue to adapt to the
modern world.

North
-

Founded and
headquartered
in Newcastle,
North’s influence
stretches around
the world,
with offices
in Australasia,
Greece, China
(Shanghai and
Hong Kong),
Japan, Singapore,
Ireland and
the USA
complementing
its regional hub.
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Scaleup North East assists Aura Infection Control
to a new dawn
Based in County Durham, Aura Infection Control (Aura) has recently undergone a
management buyout (MBO) that has seen Laura Edgar take total ownership of the business.
www.scaleupnortheast.co.uk

FOLLOWING A SUCCESSFUL REBRAND IN 2015,
Aura is the market leader in dental infection control
products and solutions, as well as a leading UK
infection control supplier.
In addition to supplying its traditional hand hygiene,
surface disinfection, aspirator and handpiece cleaners,
PPE and many other infection control product
solutions, Aura has developed an online training
platform.
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Earlier this year, more than 150 North East media partners, including North East Times, Dentsu, Drummond
Central and Narrative Communications, embarked on a challenge to circumnavigate the globe virtually, by
running, walking and cycling in excess of 23,000 miles as part of the annual RED January UK movement.
Steve Underwood, who led the North East challenge, and Hannah Beecham, founder of RED January,
discuss the movement that involved more than 50,000 participants in the UK this year.
www.redtogether.co.uk
@redjanuaryuk

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.

Laura Edgar, managing director, joined the Scaleup
North East programme to obtain the structured
support of business specialists to help grow the
business in a sustainable manner over the next three to
five years.
Working alongside dedicated Scaleup partner Jon
Symonds, Aura was able to identify that one of the
key barriers to its long-term growth was the desired
retirement of a shareholder.
Recalling the guidance from the Scaleup North East
team, Laura says: “With the support of our Scaleup

Encouraging a step forward for your wellbeing

North East partner, we were able to engage with the
right services and partners to be able to create an
opportunity for the business to move forward.
“We are now in the process of executing our plans
for penetration and growth into new sectors, so there
are very exciting times ahead.”
Jon is delighted to see the MBO effected and is
looking forward to continuing to work with Laura to
drive Aura forward.
He said: “When I met Laura, it was evident the
ownership was a critical area that needed addressing
for her to progress her ambition. I always believed the
MBO was possible.
“The coronavirus pandemic has highlighted the
brand’s potential to deliver infection control to other
sectors, so it is primed for scale.
“With Laura at the helm of an amazing team, there
are some exciting plans for the future of this amazing
business.”
Those plans include taking its infection control
expertise, innovation and personal customer service to
new sectors.
Aura is keen to continue to develop its support and
services while ensuring the company stays engaged
within its core dental market.

TELL US ABOUT THE RED JANUARY INITIATIVE?
Hannah: RED January is a nationwide movement
that empowers people to get active every day in
January, to ‘beat the blues away.’ I was inspired to
start RED January after witnessing the transformative
effective that regular physical activity had on my
mum’s mental health, particularly during the winter
months, a time when many of us need an extra boost
of motivation. Since 2016, RED January has inspired
200,000 people to embrace physical activity to
support their mental health and has raised more than
£3 million for mental health charities.
How can physical activity help to support your
mental health?
Steve: Evidence shows that regular physical activity
can help relieve stress, improve sleep and boost your
mood. The list goes on!
One of the reasons RED January exists is to combat
the seasonal variations in physical activity and mental
health, as people are likely to be less active and feel
‘down’ in the winter months.
Hannah: Insight from RED’s research partner, the
University of Oxford, shows that 74 per cent of RED
participants reported being more active or much more
active than usual, with 50 per cent experiencing less
stress and reduced signs of depressive symptoms.
What if exercising every day seems too daunting?
Hannah: As many RED participants have
experienced, ‘small steps lead to big steps’.
We encourage people to take steady steps towards
moving their bodies more in January, with a focus on
moving in a way that works for them and their lifestyle.
Year-on-year, RED participants use the movement to
build up to being more physically active. Whether it be
starting the day with a stretch, leaving the car at home
and walking to the local shops, or going from couch to
taking part in a 5k run.

Which organisations can provide mental health
support?
Hannah: We team up with a community of partners
that provide the RED community with mental health
and wellbeing support all year round.
RED’s official charity partner Sport in Mind uses sport
and physical activity to improve the lives of people
experiencing mental health problems.
In partnership with NHS Trusts, Sport in Mind are
here to help people take the first step towards starting
or rekindling being physically active. In addition, the
Happiful magazine, directory and app is devoted to
better conversations around mental health, wellbeing
and signposting people to find the help they need.
What is the future of RED January, and how can
people get involved?
Hannah: We’re focused on reaching and empowering
more people to start, rekindle or continue being active
during the winter, while also taking strides forward
with Sport in Mind to ensure funds raised by the RED
community go towards local physical and mental
health support. We’re also here to help you find ways to
keep active throughout the year. Sign-up for seasonal
expert tips, fellow REDer stories and fitness inspiration,
delivered to your inbox.

RED January
-

If you would
like to find out
more about
RED January,
visit www.
redtogether.
co.uk, where
you will find
expert tips,
fitness inspiration
and have the
opportunity to
connect with
other people
in the RED
community.

How can you effectively support the wellbeing of
your team?
Steve: The flexible and fun nature of the RED January
challenge is shown to not only help employees form
a healthy habit with physical activity, but also build
camaraderie.
Hannah: We spoke with organisations after RED
January 2021, including Dentsu, HSBC and PwC, and
the feedback we received was that their employees felt
calmer and more productive, with many sharing that
it wasn’t only good in getting them active, but also in
them feeling more connected with their colleagues.
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Swapping
corporate for
comfort
As the Government cautiously
continues to ease restrictions,
and the vaccine rollout gathers
momentum and hits targets, more
of us can look forward to returning
to the office this summer.
And after more than a year of
working from home, often in our
more comfortable attire and less
formal surroundings, millions
across the country will head out
of the front door with a mixture of
excitement, relief and trepidation.
The post-pandemic world
promises to look very different, not
least in the way we dress for work.
At the start of the pandemic,
half of those under the work-fromhome banner were expected to
abide by a dress code but in a
recent poll by market research
group NPD, only ten per cent of
people dressed for working from
home at the start of their day
would change into comfortable
clothes later.
Ditching the corporate for
comfort will be the mantra for
employers and employees from
now on.
That’s high heels confined to
dinners and award ceremonies, an

62

end to the formal female suits and
a last hurrah for the business suit,
shirt and tie.
What is acceptable will of
course depend on location, and
employer, but the North East can
expect to lead the way in a new
look for the workplace as our
GenerationZ adapt the styles and
fashions from home working, and
shopping, which will shape the
way we all dress for the office.

Words by Colin Young

A less uniform
approach to
workwear
attire
Going ‘business casual’
for major meetings and
conferences may be in
vogue in 2021 but it is not for
everyone.
Certainly not in the House
of Commons, even the
online version. When Stoke
Conservative MP Jonathan
Gullis was about to take
part in a virtual debate in
February, he tried to speak
from his kitchen in a jumper.
But deputy speaker
Dame Eleanor Laing was
having none of it and
refused to allow him to join
proceedings until he put a
jacket on.
“The honourable
gentleman has to be dressed

as if he were here in the
chamber,” she said.
And he did indeed join
the debate once he had
done so a few minutes later.
Mr Gullis, it seems,
was not among the large
proportion of home
workers who had a smart
shirt or blouse hanging on
the back of the nearest
chair for those Zoom
emergencies.
Although there is no
precise dress code for the
Palace of Westminster,
rules state men must
wear jackets, although
ties are not needed, while
jeans, T-shirts, sandals
and trainers are deemed
inappropriate.
Meanwhile, in the real
world, the business outfit
is changing dramatically
for men and women. Even
Goldman Sachs announced
last year they had relaxed
their dress code and asked
staff to exercise “good
judgement” in what they
wore to the office.
With such shifts in mind,
Colin Young examines how
the pandemic has changed
what we wear to work
forever.

4A question we could never have
envisaged asking ourselves circa
December 2019…
‘What’s my best Zoom outfit?’
Prior to the pandemic, Zoom was still
just a Fat Larry’s Band ditty for most of
us and Teams were just, well, teams.
But even those in the know, could surely
never have imagined that within days
and weeks, if not hours, of that first
lockdown being imposed last March,
these online video conference chat apps
would become such an integral part of
our lives, at work and in play.
And with millions forced to abandon
the office completely to work from
home, so the need to dress properly,
particularly from the waist up, has
become an important part of our day.
In fact, it is estimated that, at the height
of the pandemic last year, almost 80 per
cent of those working remotely had a
smart shirt or blouse close at hand for
the online conference calls. Formally
informal, smart but casual, loose and
leisurely – anything but the pyjamas.
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Outside in
Words by Helen Boyd,
manager, Smart Works

4“People who have been
working from home have
chosen more comfortable
outfits for work, and naturally
the kind of thing you wear
around the house, and comfort
is very important.
“But there’s still a standard
expected when going for an
interview, whether that is
online or in person.”

We have all faced the challenge
of selecting the correct attire for our
appearances in those little on-screen
boxes with our work colleagues, and
even with family and friends.
Even before coronavirus short
circuited all our lives, increasing
numbers of office-based businesses,
particularly in the tech industry,
and following the lead and needs of
a younger generation, had started
to adopt a more relaxed attitude to
clothing at work – no ties, opennecked shirts, comfy shoes and nonuniform Fridays.
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After a year of dressing for ourselves,
rather than the boss, those relaxed
pre-weekend days, which once had the
feel of an end of term games day, could
eventually be expanded to a whole
working week.
According to research commissioned
by The Office Group, just 12 per cent
of adults plan to return to a traditional,
formal look when they go back to the
office and instead, 72 per cent will adopt a
‘smart casual’ look, while 29 per cent aim
to be more experimental and ‘playful’ with
their post-pandemic style.
The research also revealed 38 per
cent of workers will aim for the feeling
of ‘comfort’ achieved through the
dressed-down approach that typified
lockdown, and 22 per cent now want their
workplaces to have a ‘home from home’
feel.
Newcastle charity Smart Works was set
up in the city more than three years ago
to provide interview advice and outfits for
women.
Once their clients have a confirmed job
interview, volunteer stylists help them
select the ideal outfit for their interview,
which is theirs to keep, before guiding
them through interview techniques
with coaches who have HR and senior
management experience.
Successful candidates can then look
forward to a second dressing appointment
when they will have the opportunity
to expand their works wardrobe and
add four or five pieces to their personal
collection.
The Smart Works stock comes from a
number of different sources, relying on
donations from the public to their MEA
House offices in Ellison Place, and at
their regular fundraising events across

the region, plus generous donations from
local and national retailers and clothing
companies.
Their next donation day was planned
to take place in early June and the
latest request for clothing was perhaps
an indication of the future alternative
landscape in workplace fashion with flat
shoes, slim-legged trousers and plus-sizes
among the main priorities.
The charity’s Helen Boyd says they
had started to see a move towards less
formal outfits over the last 18 months and
the trend started before the first signs of
coronavirus were even detected in China.
“Working from home has changed the
way we dress for work,” says Helen.
“Many of us have been on Zoom calls
and we tend to look smarter from the
waist up, and more casual on the bottom
half.
“An interview outfit is definitely more
formal than something you might wear
for the job, such as in a care home or the
hospitality industry.
“So, you might wear a jacket and
trousers for the interview, but you may
be given a uniform for the job, or it is
just more practical to wear everyday,
machine-washable outfits to work in.
“It will be interesting to see what is
perceived as the ‘normal’ work outfit and
how it will change and evolve over the
next few years.
“We’ve already seen a shift towards
more comfortable outfits and much less
demand for the work suit, shirt and blouse
and rigid uniform.
“Comfort is certainly the number one
priority now, I think.
“Even before COVID-19, dress codes
were gradually relaxing in the workplace.
“It depends on the company, the
employer, your boss of course – there are
many different factors – but the attitude
towards how we dress for work, and for

Outside in
Words by Lauren Robinson,
head of ecommerce,
Master Debonair

interviews, particularly among younger
people, were definitely becoming more
casual.
“The lockdowns have probably sped up
that process.
“And because a lot of people will still
be working from home, or combining
the two, dress codes will be more fluid
– depending on the business and the
company – and if people want to dress for
work in more casual outfits.
“I think they will increasingly find the
confidence to do so.
“Many people have told us they have
looked forward to dressing up again after
so long being at home, unable to see
colleagues in the flesh and to feel smarter
for work.
“On the other hand, many find the
prospect genuinely daunting and dread
the idea of wearing formal suits or heels
again, whether for that first interview, or
every day.
“Either way, comfortable shoes will
definitely be the way forward!”
Sophie Milliken, chair of Smart Works
Newcastle, adds: “It is great to be back
offering face-to-face appointments to
women and we are looking to increase the
number of service days we provide.
“A key part of our growth strategy is
to expand our reach across the whole of
the North East and our virtual service will
support this.

“Our regular donation days will provide
a much-needed pipeline of clothing and
we are announcing details of our new
volunteer drive shortly.”
Shorts and flip flops may be stretching
it but there is no doubt that office wear
will be changing.
Walk into any IT department prior to
March last year, and the signs that the tie
was becoming an endangered species
were already there.
Lockdown has helped rip up the dress
code. It has reached the point where the
man in the suit and tie will be the office
rebel now.
Face-to-face meetings will still dictate
the need for smartness but dressing for
yourself, rather than the boss, will also be
important, particularly among younger
workers who would prefer to keep tiewearing to weddings.
Sunderland menswear stylist Master
Debonair is about to expand from its
Boldon base to a new three-storey store
at Mackie’s Corner in the city centre and
the new layout, featuring an entire floor
dedicated to casual clothing, reflects the
change in demand since it was first forced
to close due to coronavirus.
Lauren Robinson, head of ecommerce,
says: “We are suit retailers, that is our
bread and butter.
“But once lockdown hit, people started
working from home, weddings were

4“As we move into an era
of more flexible working and
mixing home and the office, we
are going to be more flexible in
what we wear.
“The landscape will change
a lot.”

cancelled and offices shut down.
“We had dabbled in casualwear
before, but we hadn’t had the chance
to fine tune it and during lockdown we
had a chance to look at the demand
and started to bring it in things like
chinos, polo shirts and smart joggers.
“People wanted to be comfortable
working from home and not sitting
round in a tweed blazer all day.
“As long as you are still presentable
it is perfectly fine to dress more
casually for work.
“Demands have changed, and we
have met them.
“Our highest demands are still
for weddings and tailoring with a
backdrop of casualwear.
“Our idea is to own a man’s suitcase
here and we are adding more
elements of mens’ lives in the stores.
“And we see that in the way
people browse in the shop and are
increasingly looking at casualwear.”
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Actively
pursuing success

Words by Colin Young
Photography by Christopher Owens
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A year of lockdowns has had a major impact on all businesses. And it’s
been particularly difficult for those who created their own companies just
before COVID-19 first hit in March 2020. Some did not even move from
the start-up grid. Sisters Charlotte and Sophie Wilson have certainly had
their fair share of setbacks after setting up a new high-end activewear
brand for women in Newcastle in May 2018. But now, their company
YANA Active is preparing for a second pop-up store at John Lewis in the
city and, after a rocky and challenging 18 months, which would test any
start-up partnership, they are going from strength-to-strength. As they
prepare for this next phase, Colin Young finds out more.

4It started by the side of a pool in Ibiza.
Celebrating their latest successful
house renovation, with its considerable
rewards, sisters Charlotte and Sophie
Wilson began formulating ideas for their
ultimate dream; setting up their own
business together while pursuing their
creative hobby.
Lounging on their sunbeds in the
Balearic heat, and with fellow sun
worshippers in their eyeline, women’s
swimwear seemed the most obvious,
initial, target.
But it just the beginning…
As ever, it would appear, with the
Wilson siblings, one idea turned into
several.
By the time they hit the island’s famous
Hard Rock Cafe later that night – not
for the first nor the last time – they had
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identified a severe gap in the activewear
market for women.
Over the following months, ideas grew
between the pair, who are originally from
Skelton, in east Cleveland, that led to the
birth of YANA Active.
They both graduated from university in
Newcastle at that stage, and even now,
are working for engineering companies at
other ends of the country.
A name, inspired by an Amazonian
tribe of women, a tagline – ‘Everyday
Warriors’ – and innovative designs from
Charlotte’s own hand and their collective
brainstorming, all developed.
And sustainability, British-made, ecofriendly, recyclable materials have all
remained on the checklist too.
As they set the wheels in motion
to bring their visions and designs to

life, they collaborated with Newcastle
agency Altogether Creative to create the
‘Everyday Warriors’ motto and hashtag,
which will be an integral part of their
philosophy as they strive to spread their
brand, and message, from their new home
in Jesmond.
“Activewear was becoming more
popular,” explains Sophie.
“People were wearing it for everyday
things but there was not a brand that
people were loyal to and we could see
there was a gap for high-end British-made
activewear.
“We were sick of seeing gym brands
popping up, slapping their logo on clothes
and bulk-buying from China or India; it
gets thrown away and goes out of fashion
very quickly.
“Big companies have created this
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Charlotte and Sophie Wilson

culture where people need to have a new
garment every week and we wanted to
change that and make timeless garments
as part of a large community.
“Made in Britain, for example, is a big
selling point for us. When people see
that, they’re really interested,” continues
Sophie.
“And our manufacturer is the only
company in the UK using anti-cellulite
technology knitted into yarn – everything
is designed and made there.
“We’re conscious there’s nothing wrong
with cellulite but if you ask the majority of
women, they don’t like it.
“If they can wear something that helps
reduce that while going about their
everyday tasks then this is a unique selling
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benefit, rather than unique selling point.
“The wearer of the leggings gets the
benefit out of the leggings.
“We are sisters, and sisterhood and
empowering other females are big things
for us.
“When we were pulling everything
together, we came across the Amazonian
tribes who are very strong sisterhoods
and fierce warriors.”
“We really liked that,” says Charlotte in
seamless continuation.
“We wanted the brand to come across
as this really supportive, tight, connected
group of women who support each other
to achieve their goals and were fearless in
protecting their tribe.
“We worked it all into the brief with
Altogether Creative and they came up
with logos that fitted with YANA and
brought it together to become a tribe.
“We have YANA patches all over the
house and it still makes us smile every
time we see them.”
We’re talking in the living room of
the townhouse overlooking Jesmond
Dene, which has been the sisters’ base
and another focus of their hardworking
attention since August.
Their fourth renovation project has
reached the ‘finishing touches’ phase
and shows no sign of the rubble,
reconstruction, sweat and tears that
comes with a major rebuild.
It follows successes in Beamish and
Heaton but is the first that will be theirs to
keep, own, live and work in and, for now,
store and distribute merchandise.
Surrounded by the aforementioned
patches and large cardboard boxes
containing kitchen equipment that will
complete the bright new extension at the
back, there are some signs a new business
flourishes here.
Two laptops sit open on a desk at the
front window, and a whiteboard with a
lengthy ‘to-do-list’ leans against the wall.
Sophie brings in a similar sized photoboard that tells the story of YANA so far.
They will use it for presentations,
company launches and pop-ups.
It’s covered in the smiling faces of the
Wilson family and its extended YANA

www.yanaactive.co.uk

family, including beaming images of proud
parents Neil and Susan, at work of course.
Their energy, passion and enthusiasm
for their latest project, and for life,
bounces off the board and around the
room.
Today, Sophie leads the way and
Charlotte not only naturally completes the
odd sentence but can provide the same
words at the same time, and vice versa.
It adds an unexpected and entertaining
edge to transcribing the interview.
The Wilsons’ venture into business has
not been without its challenges, and tears,
especially in the stop-start-stop-stop-start
year of COVID-19.
The sisters’ bond, and their inspiring
friendship and ambitions, have kept their
dream, and their relationship, alive.
The first real test came as they were
preparing for their launch and second
photoshoot in December 2019.

@yanaactive

Their chosen local manufacturer failed
to deliver the quantities and qualities of
their unique printed leggings and bras and
vests with signature neckline, which were
required in the run-up to Christmas – and
you can guess the rest…
Charlotte says: “On Boxing Day, I said
‘we need to sort this or it’s all going to be
over before we’ve even started.”
“And I went back to London,’ Sophie
interjects, “where I was still living and
working, going to fashion shows, building
contacts…’
“While I was having a mental
breakdown,” adds Charlotte.
There is laughter in the room, but the
reality and gravity of the situation, and
the perilous future of the business, has
not quite been buried with the debris from
their latest rebuild and the handiwork of
dad Neil, who is a retired builder.
“There were quite a few tears at that

point, weren’t there, Sophie?” says
Charlotte.
“It was very stressful.
“That was when we started to wonder
if it was ever going to happen, but we
decided we just had to go for it.”
“We had to leave it and move on,”
Sophie adds. “But it’s not just the financial
side but the mental side too.
“Our mental health at that time really
suffered.
“We were just sick with worry all the
time and because you are so passionate
about something, when something like
that happens, you think you might as well
give up. But we kept going.”
“Luckily, we had each other,” they say
in unison, recognising too the significant
support they have received from
Northumbria University Entrepreneurs’
Hub. Charlotte, 33, who now works
for Seimens Energy, was previously
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named one of the designers to watch
in Italian Vogue and worked for Carlin
International, in Paris, after completing
her fashion marketing degree at
Northumbria University.
Sophie, 26, graduated from Newcastle
University seven years later with a
business leadership and corporate
management degree after a two-year
placement at Nissan.
She is now head of STEM at a global
defence company in Essex and was
named one of TechWomen100’s top
women in technology last year.
Sophie adds: “There are a lot of
business support schemes out there and
we have done more than enough but
genuinely Northumbria University have
really helped us.
“They said only recently, ‘we want
to give you more support, what is your
wishlist? Even if we cannot find it, we will
eventually’.
“It’s another little community in itself.”
To keep a complicated story of letdowns, loose stitching and lawyers
brief, £10,000 and several lost months,
including a Christmas later, a locallybased manufacturer took over the
manufacturing contract.
The only beneficiary from the debacle
was Women’s Aid in Newcastle, which
received the useable garments.
“I’d been talking to the manufacturer as
things started to unravel and as soon as
we met, we felt at ease,” says Charlotte.
“They’ve worked for big companies for
more than 40 years and really know their
stuff and they’d recently opened a new
factory to help bring manufacturing back
to the UK.”
Sophie adds: “It was hugely important
to us to use a British manufacturer for
sustainability and quality, and to support
the local economy and keep our supply
chain in the North East and UK, which is
something we have always championed.
“And the good thing is you have a high
level of control too.
“You’re not shipping your designs off to
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the Far East where there’s no guarantee
you’re protecting them.
“If we want to tweak a design, we can
send it off or head down the road.
“You have a high level of control over
the product when you are closer to it and
speak the same language.”
“And there’s a cost as well,” says
Charlotte.
“People say it’s more expensive to
produce in Britain but by the time you’ve
paid taxes and shipping, especially postBrexit, it works out cheaper.
“We knew people would start coming
back to Britain to manufacture after Brexit
and we wanted to be one of the first.”
The sisters’ manufacturing partner
specialises in minimum orders and has
provided the hi-tech activewear that will
fill the shelves of their John Lewis pop-up
shop and, for now at least, hangs in a
beautifully renovated bedroom on the
second floor of the property.
That’s because of COVID-19.
Lockdown may have added to their
problems, but they could also be the
making of the company.
Working from home has transformed
the business from corporate to
comfortable.
Charlotte and Sophie have created
outfits for the home, the gym, the office
and the pub and will continue to help
develop work and leisure for their everincreasing tribe.
It has also allowed them time to
build their on-line presence, promoting
YANA with make-up and vegan cooking
tutorials, live workouts, meditation and
yoga therapy sessions in videos and
promotions with carefully-selected
influencers and other local businesses on
Instagram.
“March. The dreaded month,” says
Sophie, who had the foresight to move
into her sister’s Quayside apartment just
days before the first lockdown.
The pair bought the Jesmond
house and started work with Neil, as
he gained his own following through

the ‘house’ Instagram account (@
jesmondtownhouse), while mum Sue,
Skelton’s former district nurse, cared for a
relative at home.
“We planned launches at two really big
fitness events.
“We’d spent all of the business loan and
had to apply for a new one, which was
touch and go.
“Things were getting better, we were
quite happy, moving forward and then
COVID-19 hit and everything went into a
spiral again.”
“We still had all the stock,” says
Charlotte.
“We spent a lot of money on stock,
and we didn’t know what to do. No one
thought it would last so long.
“The idea was to use 2020 to get on the
road, meet as many people as possible,
get them seeing the garments, touching
them, feeling them and then obviously we
had to put the foot on the brakes again.”
“It is hard work, but it is just fun,” says
Sophie.
“Life is hard, but we make light of it and
have fun.
“We like to be busy, otherwise what
else would we be doing?
“We tend to see the positives rather
than negatives. We are positive people, so
if something goes wrong it is, ‘right, how
do we get over that?’
“There might be tears along the way, I
won’t say there aren’t, but we tend to just
crack on.
“And I think a lot of that comes from
mum and dad.
“They tend to just get on with things,
they get stuff done.
“And they’ve always worked hard, and
our work ethic massively comes from
them, and the caring side from mum,
being a nurse.
“People think we are crazy taking on
this house, the new business, working
full-time.
“They are more like…”
“What you are doing next?” they say
together.
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Closing this month’s issue of North East Times, Jon Bolton, industrialist and recently appointed chairman at
the Middlesbrough-based Materials Processing Institute, looks at the ongoing issues faced by the steel sector
and reveals how the organisation will help play a role in the shift to a low carbon economy
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4The UK steel sector has long faced difficulties around issues
such as global overcapacity, Chinese dumping, sunken prices
and high energy bills, which have all contributed to plant
closures and significant job losses in recent years, such as those
at former Redcar operator SSI UK. And, with last year’s rescue
of British Steel’s Teesside mills by China’s Jingye Group now
followed by financial worries at Hartlepool’s Liberty Steel, the
industry continues to be hit by challenges. What action do you
think needs to be taken to ensure the sector’s long-term survival?
The issues associated with British Steel, SSI and Liberty highlight a
key risk associated with the steel industry.
Large manufacturing businesses need high levels of working
capital to maintain and renew assets.
Any disruption to working capital, such as a financial crisis in
2008 and 2015, or a problem with the manufacturing process, can
result in significant cash outflow, which requires owners to have
access to funds.
Tata Steel and other global steel concerns, such as
Thyssenkrupp and Arcelor Mittal, have access to funds due
predominantly to their size, market diversity and global presence.
Smaller companies are more sensitive to external pressures and
must enter the commodity sector with a clear plan to attain scale
and market presence or implement game changing product or
process development.
To ensure these businesses are as resilient as possible there
needs to be a competitive and supportive national strategy.
Steel is a key element of a country’s economic wellbeing and
governments must make sure these critical industries can compete
fairly. This means competitive energy costs, access to publicfunded infrastructure projects, support for capital investments
and a commitment to the retention and development of skills.
You have seen first-hand how the industry has changed over
previous decades, having held senior roles with British Steel,
Corus, Tata Steel, Liberty Steel, UK Steel and the UK Metals
Council. How will you harness that experience to benefit the
work of the Materials Processing Institute?
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I have had a long association with the Materials Processing
Institute, and I am fortunate to be joining a talented team who are
passionate about their work and the impact it can have.
I can help ensure research and development can positively
contribute to the foundation industries.
Significant productivity and cost benefits can be realised in
process digitisation, waste processing and material efficiency.
These are areas in which the institute has considerable capability
and has been successful in winning government grants.
I will re-enforce that capability with government and industry.
Drawing on my experience, I will also support the development
of a strategy to grow and enhance the institute.
The Materials Processing Institute has worked with industry for
decades to support the development of new materials, processes
and technologies. How will it support the shift to a low carbon
economy, capitalising on this opportunity for Teesside and the
UK as a whole?
Perhaps the biggest challenge and opportunity facing businesses
in the foundation sector is the necessity to reduce the generation
of CO2.
In the case of steel, the Materials Processing Institute is
extremely well placed to help address those challenges and realise
the benefits.
There needs to be a transition to electric arc steelmaking,
where arc furnaces work alongside blast furnaces. Electric arc
furnaces (EAFs) generate more than 70 per cent less CO2 than
blast furnaces. The institute has the capability to have a global
impact on the reduction of CO2 in steelmaking.
Teesside has made great strides in positioning itself as a leader
in the development of a low carbon economy with the Net Zero
Teesside initiative.
The recent announcement by GE that it is to create a new
offshore wind blade manufacturing plant on the Teesworks site
is extremely encouraging. The institute can and will support the
region’s ambition and can indeed enhance its credentials as a
leading proponent of net zero.
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