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Major landmark for North East Times.
Uncertain times are nothing new, but we’re
still here – and still fighting your corner.

4The launch of North East Times in 1981
came at a time of deep uncertainty in the
UK, and particularly in the North East of
England.
A tempestuous decade in the 1970s
had seen the end of post-war political
consensus, and many people were about to
find life was to change.
How different was the world of
commerce and industry in comparison to
now?
And where are today’s success stories?
The North East was a worldwide success
story that epitomised the remarkable
growth of a small island nation which
became the leading workshop of the world
by the mid-19th century.
The tale of the development of coal
mining, shipbuilding, railways and steel
is well known to us in the region, but the
drive to replace those industries has been
a journey with some notable successes and
failures.
1981 was a landmark year as a full-blown
recession hit hard.
By the end of the decade, the coal
mining and shipbuilding industries, already
in deep decline, were largely finished.
There were strenuous efforts to replace
them with the arrival of Nissan in 1986,
bringing tremendous benefits to Wearside
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and the North East supply chain as a
whole.
There was the work of two development
corporations – Teesside and Tyne and
Wear – helping to rejuvenate the vital areas
around our three major rivers.
There was the development of a tech
sector, with Sage leading the way, and
growing sectors in professional services
such as law, accountancy and wealth
management too.
However, as economic indicators prove,
progress has been patchy and again,
uncertainty is high.
Consequently, we want to support,
celebrate and highlight positive stories of
resilience and enterprise, without shying
away from the challenges that face the
North East.
At North East Times, we endeavour to
find the stories that inspire the business
community of today, and the aspiring
businesspeople of tomorrow.
Considering the stories we have
explored, particularly over the last few
years, gives an insight into the areas that
underpin regional growth.
Technology is at the heart of so much
opportunity and we have covered the
journey of the exciting tech landscape in
the region.

We’ve featured great tales of the
innovative ideas nurtured by our
universities and colleges, and we feel
proud that we’ve helped bridge the gap
between business and academia as a
result.
Health has become the major preoccupation of our lives for the last yearand-a-half, and the fantastic work carried
out by companies such as FUJIFILM
Diosynth Biotechnologies and related
research organisations has also been
featured by our editorial team.
Our medical expertise is quite
exceptional in any case, with hospitals
and research facilities the envy of many
regions.
Manufacturing has had to adapt
massively over 40 years. Many famous
names have gone but there are new
industries that merit attention.
Sustainable energy has been an
ever-growing conversation and we have
regularly found the big news – most
recently with Britishvolt.
Levelling-up is high on the Government’s
agenda and we support any worthwhile
initiatives to help our community and
people – whichever and whoever is able to
help and of whatever political persuasion.
We’ve interviewed mayors, councillors

and government officials, and highlighted
inward investment and funding, and will
continue to do so determinedly.
If we are to attract people to this region
to grow its economy, we need to ensure
the region offers a place to work, live and
play.
Our arts and culture, sport and leisure
sectors have been strongly featured in
these pages. From Alnwick Gardens in
Northumberland, to MIMA in Teesside, and
from iconic cultural landmarks to sporting
venues, we have regularly found people
and places that make downtime a genuine
delight.
Finally, a particular highlight of the last
40 years has been the exponential increase
in entrepreneurship.
Many more independent businesses
have been started, grown and flourished
– often by driven individuals who had left
more traditional industries or identified a
gap the market.
We have profiled many of these people
whose capacity for innovative thought
and business acumen demonstrates the
genuine abilities of the people of the North
East.
So, what can you do, as a valued reader,
to help North East Times promote regional
development?

It’s simple. There are two things.
Tell us what you are doing, what’s
happening in your business area, and what
the opportunities and biggest challenges
are when it comes to bringing jobs,
prosperity and recognition to the region.
Don’t be afraid to drop us a line.
And secondly, engage with us!
Each issue is available in print and online.
We can all speak passionately about the
value of print, but by helping us spread
the word digitally, we can make the voice
of the North East travel even further. Any
likes, shares and comments are greatly
appreciated.
Help us to connect the region – but also
help us to connect the North East to the
world.
At the core is a simple belief that there
will always be a place for a regional
publication that is committed to telling
inspiring stories.
With your support, our mission, as ever,
is to showcase the talented people here,
and recognise the innovations, expertise,
collaborations and networks in the North
East.
We’re in this together.
John Duns
Director
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4It’s rather apt this month’s edition
follows so soon after the Autumn
Equinox, for defined change is a theme
that runs throughout the magazine.
Just like the environment
transitioning around us, as summer
warmth gives way to cooler days, and
lush greens turn to orange and brown,
the North East business landscape is
going through its own myriad of shifts.
One of the most noticeable has come
at the North East England Chamber of
Commerce, where John McCabe has
taken on the mantle of chief executive
from James Ramsbotham.
A fine champion of the region, and an
equally first-rate ambassador, James’
voice constantly cut through the noise,
particularly around Westminster, to
amplify the North East’s commercial
landscape to the Government and
ultimately help deliver tangible change.
His departure represents a major
loss for the business membership
organisation. Yet in John, it has found a
perfect successor.
I first interviewed him back in
2017, shortly after he had taken
over as Chamber president, and he
immediately struck me as someone who
not only understood our commercial
environment, but who cared
passionately about it – and its people
– too.
Unfurling a blueprint that aimed
to encourage greater relationships
between Chamber members to increase
their competitive edge, he also wanted
to raise greater awareness and support

around workplace mental health.
Arguably somewhat ahead of the
curve with the latter, given the impact
of COVID-19, it was two years until I
spoke to John again.
Posing for pictures in a studio at
Newcastle’s Curtis Mayfield House, for
a feature on the impending North of
Tyne mayoral election, his motivation to
inspire positive change, though, was no
less diminished.
Passionately detailing his manifesto,
which pledged to create an economy
where existing businesses could thrive,
and new ones arrive in the region, he
also stressed his desire to roll out a root
and branch review of diversity, equality,
social mobility and mental health.
History shows he didn’t win the
election – that honour went to Labour’s
Jamie Driscoll.
But John has always been a forwardlooking guy, and you can expect to see
him rousing many future advances in his
new role with the Chamber.
Remaining on the theme of change,
another significant portion of this
month’s issue looks at our ever-evolving
environment.
Amid the need to understand
further the importance of reducing
our collective carbon footprint, we last
month held a roundtable discussion at
The Common Room of The Great North,
in Newcastle, alongside EY and Womble
Bond Dickinson.
The event included guests from
across industry and assessed how –
and where – operators can inspire

palpable transformation.
We follow that up with an interview
with Victoria Beattie, head of estates
at Port of Tyne – and daughter of a
merchant seaman – who is helping the
trade hub deliver its Tyne 2050 strategy.
That vision features several green
measures that include Tyne Clean
Energy Park, which will soon be home
to a 200-job Dogger Bank offshore wind
farm maintenance base.
And we also spotlight County
Durham’s Paul Reed, who, as chief
executive at the London-based
Association of Independent Festivals,
is helping drive positive change in the
music sector.
Just don’t ask him about the Arctic
Monkeys!
I hope you enjoy this issue.
Steven
PS – With me mentioning the North
East England Chamber of Commerce
above, it would be remiss not to
highlight its recent awards night.
A fantastic evening that spotlighted
many of the fine organisations in our
region, it was the Great North Air
Ambulance that walked away with the
business of the year award.
It also picked up the North East
champion of the year accolade, which
North East Times Magazine was
delighted to sponsor.
Congratulations again to the winners
and all of those who were shortlisted.
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Laying the building
blocks for a greener future

Building a sustainable
future

Better call Paul

Tuning up

Rising to the top

Building a new legacy
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John McCabe nearly perished on the steep streets of
North Shields. Family legend has it, that as a baby in his
Silver Cross pram, his two older sisters hauled him up the
steep steps of one of the alleys near the Fish Quay and
then accidentally let the brake off.

Its back. And how we’ve missed it. Live music, that cultural
delight that thrills and enthrals in equal measure, has
returned from its COVID-19 hiatus.

Durham-born Paul Reed has found himself at the wheel of
trade body the Association of Independent Festivals (AIF)
during the most turbulent time the industry has ever seen.

The North East’s pivotal role in transforming the UK into a
global clean energy leader.

With the majority of her career spent in construction,
Victoria Beattie knows a good deal about the importance
of building for the future.

Words by Steven Hugill

Words by Steven Hugill

Words by James Hanley

Words by Colin Young

Words by Steven Hugill

Words by Steven Hugill
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When the Dorman Long tower was razed to the ground last
month, it caused a seismic impact across Teesside that went
far beyond any explosive-related reverberations.
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CF Fertilisers resumes
carbon dioxide work after
Westminster rescue deal

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

Manufacturing

1200-job boost as £50 million NETPark growth plan backed
Development
More than 1200 jobs will be created after
a £50 million business hub expansion was
approved, local authority bosses have
said.
Durham County Council’s cabinet has
backed plans to extend Sedgefield-based
NETPark.
Officials say the first phase of the
expansion will provide up to 270,000sq
ft of laboratory, office, production and
storage space.
They add the development has the
potential to support a further 2200
supply chain posts, revealing they hope
the work will enable more existing – and
new – high-growth science, engineering
and technology companies to move to
the park and design and build premises.
The extension will follow previous
work to grow the flagship science
and technology hub, which opened in
2004 and is now home to more than 40
companies employing about 600 people.
Councillor James Rowlandson, the
council’s cabinet member for resources,
investment and assets, said: “The plans
to expand NETPark demonstrate the
importance of it to the region’s economy
– not only is it the go-to place for
people and companies with great ideas
and ambition, but it plays a key role in
creating more and better jobs.”
NETPark is managed by Business
Durham, the business support service
of Durham County Council, which will
oversee the new development.
Meanwhile, existing NETPark tenant
Kromek Group has won a contract worth
more than £1 million to support America’s
fight against terror.
The technology business is sending
wearable radiation detection equipment
14

to a US federal entity.
The two-year agreement marks
another notable achievement for the
Durham University spin-out, with the
company already engaged in a long-term
relationship with the Defense Advanced
Research Projects Agency (DARPA).
Earlier this year, Kromek confirmed
it was working with the organisation on
a detection system capable of sensing,
analysing and identifying airborne
pathogens.
It has also developed a vehiclemounted biological-threat identifier and
miniaturised mobile wide-area biosurveillance system for DARPA, which
is an agency of the US Department of
Defense.
Dr Arnab Basu, Kromek chief
executive, said: “This new contract is
testament to our ingenuity and innovation
in delivering world-leading capabilities.”

JDR Cable Systems unveils
170-job factory plans
Energy

A subsea cable maker has
revealed a £130 million vision to
create 170 jobs at a new North
East factory.
JDR Cable Systems (JDR)
hopes to open a base in Cambois,
near Blyth, Northumberland.
Bosses say the plant, which
could eventually provide work
for 400 people, will help the
company expand its product
range to meet the growing global
renewable energy market.
According to their plans, the
factory will be the only one in the
UK capable of full start-to-finish
manufacturing of high voltage
subsea cables for offshore wind
farms.
They also say work on the
69,000sq metre plant – which
will occupy the site of a former
coal-fired power station – is
expected to start next year, with
its opening earmarked for 2024.
Tomasz Nowak, chief
executive at JDR, which already
has a plant in Hartlepool, said:
“We’re delighted to be building
on our legacy as a leading
provider of subsea cables to the
offshore energy sector.”

A Teesside carbon dioxide
firm forced to halt production
– throwing nearly 200 jobs
in jeopardy – has restarted
work following an emergency
Government bail-out.
CF Fertilisers says its
Billingham ammonia plant has
resumed operations after a
multi-million-pound “exceptional
short-term” cash boost from
Westminster.
The business makes carbon
dioxide as a by-product, with
the gas used extensively across
the food and drink industry for
processes that include adding
fizz to drinks and making dry ice
for storage.
It was forced to halt
production last month, blaming
“high natural gas prices” for the
move.
Thanking the Government
for its support, which, as North
East Times Magazine went to
print, was expected to last three
weeks, Tony Will, president and
chief executive at CF Fertilisers’
parent company CF Industries
Holdings, said he hopes to speak
to ministers to thrash out plans
for the carbon dioxide sector’s
future.
He said: “We want to thank
Business, Energy and Industrial
Strategy Minister Kwasi
Kwarteng and his staff for
working tirelessly to bring about
this agreement.
“We look forward to working
with him and the Government
on developing a longerterm solution, including the
development of alternative
suppliers of carbon dioxide for
the UK.”

Learning Curve Group plans
major jobs drive

Cleaning firm builds on contracts
with recruitment push

Education

Employment

A County Durham-headquartered training
provider has revealed plans to create
almost 1000 jobs in a UK-wide expansion.
Learning Curve Group wants to
increase its headcount to more than 1500
by 2025.
The operator, based on the outskirts
of Spennymoor, also plans to open a
new skills hub every year following the
recent unveiling of a Business Academy in
Darlington, which it says will support the
Treasury’s ongoing move to the town.
Brenda McLeish, chief executive, said:
“We wouldn’t be the successful business
we are without the dedicated staff that
work hard, day-in-day-out, to transform
lives.
“And as we continue to grow, it is
extremely important we keep our strong
culture.”

An independent contract cleaning and
facilities management firm aims to
create up to 100 jobs following national
contract successes. Maxim Facilities
Management is recruiting 20 staff – with
a further 80 expected to arrive over the
coming year – after picking up deals with
operators including Sembcorp, Durham
County Cricket Club and the Scottish
Prison Service.
They will join the business’ first-ever
apprentices, who recently began work at
its Sunderland head office.
Graham Conway, founder and
managing director, said: “We’re already
firmly established as the North East’s
largest independent cleaning and
facilities management firm, and expect to
see more growth opportunities arising in
the next year and beyond.”

Tolent awarded £2.7 million hospital work
Construction
A construction company is in good health
after securing £2.7 million medical sector
work. Tolent is refurbishing maternity and
stroke units at Newcastle’s Royal Victoria
Hospital.
Bosses say the contract will see Team
Valley-based Tolent overhaul wards 41 and
42, with the former – currently used for
stroke care – becoming integrated into the
maternity wing.
The latter will become part of the stroke
unit, creating four additional six-bed bays,
four single cubicles, an assessment suite, a staff room and a patient rehabilitation gym.
David Thompson, Tolent regional director, [pictured above, with Rob Lees, senior
project manager for estates capital projects], said: “The work is going to make a real
difference to patients and staff, and is something we’re proud to be involved in.”
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Indigo buoyed by
Philippines deal

Container firm makes twin
appointment

Technology

Recruitment

A tech operator behind warehouse
management systems has announced
a partnership with an Asian IT firm.
Indigo Software is working
with Philippines-headquartered
iComputing Solutions (iCSI).
Bosses at Durham-based Indigo say
the alliance comes amid significant
growth in the Philippines’ logistics and
supply chain sector.
Driven by spending on roads, the
rise of e-commerce and increased
need for cold storage and transport
across food and pharmaceuticals,
officials say Indigo’s technology
will help warehouses handle larger
volumes of traffic and improve
efficiency.
Mike Hill, Indigo’s chief software
officer, said: “This partnership will
ensure we can further meet customer
demand.”

Police station revamp
takes big step forward

A shipping container supplier has
expanded its team.
Cleveland Containers, based
in Stockton, has welcomed Amy
Quinn and Matthew Hawkins.
Amy has joined as head of
sales, with Matthew a financial
controller.
The appointments follow a
record-breaking year for the firm,
which saw it increase turnover by
more than 70 per cent.
Johnathan Bulmer, managing
director, said: “These
appointments strengthen our
departments, support the
company’s continued expansion
and gear us up for further
growth.”

Malhotra Group unveils jobs blueprint after £15 million backing
Healthcare

Durham’s Waterstons unveils
new boss
Technology
A business and technology
consultancy has appointed a new
chief executive.
Waterstons has welcomed Michael
Stirrup to the role, saying he will “drive
forward investment, job creation and
client experience”.
Michael has been with the business,
which is based in Aykley Heads, on
the outskirts of Durham City, for 15
years, having previously held the role
of finance director.
Under his leadership, the firm says a
new board will be created.
“We’ve got some exciting growth
plans,” said Michael.

Investment

A law firm has marked its tenth anniversary with an office opening. Square One Law has
moved into a base on Darlington’s Morton Palms Business Park.
Bosses say the site will help the company service its growing Tees Valley client base.
Gill Hunter, managing partner, said: “Having successfully established a Leeds office
last year, we see Darlington as perfectly placed for good communication links between
our Newcastle and Leeds operations.”
The firm was founded in Newcastle in 2011 by senior partner Ian Gilthorpe and
established a site in Stockton’s Fusion Hive in 2018.
Gill added: “Fusion Hive has provided an excellent base and we want businesses to
see that this larger office in Darlington demonstrates our commitment to the thriving
Tees Valley.”

Plans for a 2250-job wind turbine
blade factory have been approved.
Redcar and Cleveland Borough
Council has rubberstamped GE
Renewable Energy’s blueprint to
deliver the plant on land at the new
Teesworks site.
Bosses say the base, which will
supply blades for turbines at Dogger
Bank offshore wind farm, will create
up to 750 direct jobs and support a
further 1500 in the supply chain.
Construction is due to start later
this year, with the factory expected
to open in 2023.

4Finance broker announces
Midlands merger

Development bosses have finalised
the sale of a former city police base in
a move they say will pave the way for
a £3.5 million business hub.
Hanro has bought the old Gilbridge
police station from Sunderland City
Council.
Renaming it The Yard, officials say
the space will cater for firms of all
sizes.
Work is expected to begin this year
and be completed by next summer.
Laura Lloyd, who is leading the
development on behalf of Hanro,
said: “Our plans will see this building
reawakened, creating office space
that is inspiring, exciting and flexible.”

Law

4Teesside blade plant
receives approval

Finance

BBC makes “really exciting”
£25 million commitment

Square One Law makes Darlington move

Manufacturing

Building a sustainable future: The North East’s
pivotal role in transforming the UK into a global
clean energy leader – see pages 71 to 81

Regeneration

16

News you may have missed

A family-run care sector operator has revealed plans to create 300 jobs after securing
£15 million support. Newcastle-headquartered Malhotra Group wants staff to bolster its
Prestwick Care division following backing from HSBC UK.
Bosses say they will use the cash to double its number of beds to more than 2000
across the next five years, which they say will be achieved through organic growth and
acquisitions.
Meenu Malhotra, chairman at Malhotra Group, said: “We are confident our new
relationship with the bank will really benefit our strong standing as we expand and
deliver improved care to the North East.”
Law firm Muckle worked on the refinancing transaction on behalf of HSBC UK, with
Womble Bond Dickinson acting for Malhotra Group.
The family firm’s portfolio also features several leisure developments, which include
Leila Lily’s bar and restaurant, on Newcastle’s Grey Street.

A national broadcaster will spend at
least £25 million to dramatically increase
television production in the region in a
move it says will also deliver 70 digital
jobs.
The BBC has pledged to make a raft of
new shows from the North East, which
will include a daytime programme and
two series of its popular Ambulance
documentary.
Bosses say it will also set up a tech hub
in Newcastle, from where it will employ
an initial 70 people.
The announcement was made after the
BBC – which describes its plans as “really
exciting” – struck a deal with the region’s

local and combined authorities.
Officials say the regeneration bodies
will work with the broadcaster, and
independent producers, to invest in
talent, skills and infrastructure.
They will also provide funding via
Northern Film + Media.
Jamie Driscoll, North of Tyne Mayor,
said: “Depending on your generation,
you’ll remember The Likely Lads, When
the Boat Comes In, or Byker Grove.
“We need more television filmed in the
North East.
“Our region is stunning; from Bamburgh
Castle, across the Tyne Bridge, past
Durham Cathedral to the Transporter
Bridge.
“And it’s by investing in our region
that our talented writers, actors and
technicians can put us on the map again.”

County Durham-based Anglo
Scottish Asset Finance has merged
with Birmingham’s Capex Asset
Finance.
Bosses say the deal – which will
see the companies unite under the
Anglo Scottish Asset Finance banner
– will fuel national expansion plans.
David Foster, managing director
at Chester-le-Street-based Anglo
Scottish Asset Finance, said: “The
merger not only provides us with
superior geographical terrain and
ways to widen our service offering,
but it also means we can further
improve customer experience,
investing in new systems and
streamlining our processes.”

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

In need of a U-turn
Haulage
The sounds of pub chain
Wetherspoons – led by keen Brexit
supporter Tim Martin – last month
lamenting its beer taps running dry
were as ironic as they were stark.

Words by Caroline Moody
Managing director, Moody Logistics and Storage

The penny has finally dropped on the country’s
driver shortage
From supermarket shelves, to pubs, fast-food restaurants and filling stations, it seems
nowhere has been sheltered from the storm of the enduring HGV driver shortage.With
Brexit and the COVID-19 pandemic blamed for the situation, the Government has
launched measures to get more people behind the wheel. But, Caroline Moody, managing
director at Cramlington-based Moody Logistics and Storage, says more still needs to be done.

4There’s no doubt the current shortfall in

The situation, fuelled said
suppliers, by a lack of HGV drivers
amid problems caused by issues
including Britain’s EU divorce and
the COVID-19 pandemic, was one
example of many of Britain’s supply
chain being hampered by a void of
truckers.
According to a recent Road
Haulage Association (RHA) survey,
the UK has a shortfall of more than
100,000 drivers.
The figure, said the RHA,
was markedly up on the 60,000
drivers who were already needed
pre-pandemic, with its report
pointing to the many European
workers across the haulage
industry who have returned to their
home countries, or opted to work
elsewhere, because of Brexit.
In response, the Government
has introduced measures to speed
up the process of gaining a HGV
licence, which it says will make up
to 50,000 additional tests available
every year by condensing both
the application process and tests
themselves.
18

qualified lorry drivers has grabbed both the
Government’s – and the public’s – attention.
For years, the industry warned of the
difficulties in attracting the next generation
to get behind the wheel.
The average age of a lorry driver is 53
(although the average age of a Moody
driver is now 44, due to our successful
recruitment policies) and, put simply, they
aren’t being replaced quickly enough.
Until recently, the Government’s view was
that this could be solved by paying higher
wages, resulting in drivers moving between
businesses, rather than tackling the longterm problem.
It has also contributed to rising prices
and inflation. Brexit has had an impact,
mainly in areas with large distribution
centres, but it is the pandemic that has
increased the pressure. For example, in
April and May, we experienced a 35 per
cent rise in demand as sectors began to
re-open and restock.
One of the main pandemic-related
problems is the delays to HGV licence
applications and test appointments – an
issue I raised with Transport Secretary
Grant Shapps in June.
Since then, the penny has dropped, and
the Government plans to fast-track drivers
by combining the Class C and Class E tests
into one.
However, more can be done.
For example, why does it take six weeks

to approve a provisional lorry licence when
an applicant already has a car licence? Why
can’t candidates sit their theory test at a
training centre, rather than waiting months
for a test centre appointment?
And why can’t HGV tests be held seven
days a week?
In the past, we have put five driver
apprentices through the Government
scheme, which takes between 12 and 18
months.
But the real issue is not training costs,
usually between £2000 and £3000, but
the time it takes. Those able to employ a
qualified driver have a productive employee
from day one, while those training a
driver must pay their salary for six months
or longer before they can make a real
contribution to the business.
We decided back in April to create our
own self-funded driver apprenticeship
scheme to overcome the delays – and from
more than 100 applicants we recruited two,
who have both now passed their HGV tests.
We’ve worked hard to streamline the
process, ensuring drivers receive excellent
mentoring and on-the-job training.
I’m hopeful the previously unsung
transport industry is viewed more positively
given its vital contribution during the
pandemic and that it can work with the
Government, distribution centres and
customers to ensure that driving a lorry
is seen as a much more attractive career
choice.

It was quite the summer for
Sunderland. The world may not yet be
back operating at the pace we once
recognised, but the pandemic did little
to slow the momentum across the city
during the warmer months.
With a skyline already undergoing
significant change thanks to the
Riverside Sunderland development,
a welter of multi-million-pound
announcements only added to the
transformative atmosphere.
From Nissan’s £1 billion commitment
to “set a roadmap for the future”
of electric transport through a

new Wearside battery factory and
zero-emission vehicle, to Just Eat’s
1500-job-plus Houghton-le-Spring
move, the city’s business landscape
kept on moving at pace.
And, factoring in further moves to
expedite the next area of development
on the International Advanced
Manufacturing Park, the tendering of
work for a prospective £34 million eye
hospital and a £26 million blueprint to
revamp Sunderland’s central railway
station, it is clear the city stands
primed to enter 2022 with great
momentum.

Words by Councillor Graeme Miller
Leader of Sunderland City Council

A rapid pace of change
The Wearside skyline is changing fast. Spearheaded by the flagship Riverside
Sunderland scheme, the city and its surrounds are transforming before our eyes. But,
with a slew of further multi-million-pound plans revealed over the summer, Councillor
Graeme Miller, leader of the city’s council, says there is even more to look forward to.

4Following Just Eat’s announcement that
it will create more than 1500 jobs in the
city, we’re delighted to be delivering on our
promise of ensuring Sunderland remains a
desirable place to live, work and play.
Having already attracted Amazon and
Ocado in recent years, Sunderland is fast
establishing itself as a city ready – and
open – for business, providing employment
opportunities for residents and helping
drive the North East economy, both
figuratively and literally.
I say literally as, during the summer,
Nissan and Envision AESC unveiled
ambitious plans to invest up to £1 billion
into the development of a battery

‘gigafactory’ in Washington.
The plans promise to deliver thousands
of jobs across the automotive supply
chain and further strengthen Sunderland’s
reputation as a European centre of
excellence for advanced manufacturing.
And, just down the road from Nissan, I
had the pleasure of visiting another global
automotive giant – MAGNA – for the
official opening of its factory.
When fully operational, this worldleading hub will deliver 280 jobs, with the
aspiration that the company can enjoy
further growth.
Its commitment is further reflected in
developments such as the International

Advanced Manufacturing Park (IAMP),
which is being led by Sunderland City
Council and South Tyneside City Council,
and is augmenting the area’s position as an
advanced manufacturing powerhouse.
Having already attracted French
automotive giant SNOP UK and Japanese
vehicle trim maker Faltec, the green
light was given for the demolition of two
derelict farm buildings that will pave the
way for further development on IAMP, with
the park expected to create more than
7000 jobs when fully complete.
And that’s not all.
Housebuilder Bellway relocated
its Durham headquarters to Rainton
Bridge during the summer, and Barclays
has announced plans to move 1000
Barclaycard employees from Teesside to
Doxford International Business Park.
Looking to the future, with the
delivery of the transformational Riverside
Sunderland masterplan and £60 million
Hillthorn Park – both of which have
received significant backing from Legal
& General – we have high hopes the
ingenuity and hardworking nature of the
people of Sunderland will continue to
attract employers to the city and help drive
the North East’s recovery post-COVID-19.
Put simply, Riverside Sunderland will help
the city centre become an economic
motor.
This ambitious urban scheme will
transform the heart of Sunderland, making
it home to 10,000 jobs and 2500 residents.
And it is advancing at pace.
Work is almost complete on City Hall,
which stands alongside The Beam business
centre, and it will be followed quickly by
The Auditorium and a new hotel at Keel
Square.
Construction will begin on a car park,
a transformed southern entrance to the
railway station, the first tranche of new
homes, a river pedestrian crossing and two
new office buildings from Legal & General.
The pace of change is rapid.
Sunderland is a city undergoing a
skyline-changing transformation not seen
for generations, and it is a privilege to be
leader of a place that has such vision and
ambition, and is ultimately delivering it.
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Looking to the future
A cherished monument to Teesside
industry, or a crumbling carbuncle
ripe for demolition to pave the way
for fresh development?
The flattening of Dorman Long
tower did nothing if not stir the
emotions.
History is a powerful thing, and
the super-structure was certainly
an iconic part of the area’s
celebrated industrial past.
But, equally, thanks to its
position on the new Teesworks
development site, its removal can
drive fresh growth in the clean
energy sector.
We should always remember
our past, but in a world where a
commitment to cutting carbon is
becoming ever more important, we
need to look to the future too.

20

Development

Building a new legacy
When the Dorman Long tower was razed to the ground last month, it caused a seismic
impact across Teesside that went far beyond any explosive-related reverberations. The
structure – and the name adorned in black letters on its front – were a reminder, for
many, of the area’s industrial muscle across centuries past. But its demolition doesn’t
mean the end of celebrating that prowess. Instead, it paves the way to build on those
successes by creating a new chapter, wherein the area’s commercial landscape can play a
part in the push towards a more sustainable future.

Words by Steven Hugill

4Once over, taking a train from Redcar
towards Darlington was to indulge in an
altogether separate adventure.
Never mind where you were headed,
and whatever sights awaited you there, to
sit on an old Pacer carriage – and listen to
the strained growls of its diesel engine –
was to disappear off into another world.
What you saw, through the oft-fogged
up and invariably dirty railbus windows,
was a snapshot of the North East’s
industrial heritage, where glimpses of
billowing smoke chimneys were replaced
by huge sheds, swathes of grassland –
where the odd vehicle coursed exposed
roads – and mysterious structures, as the
train continued down the track.

One of those enigmatic buildings was
the imposing Dorman Long tower, a
former coal store used when Teesside’s
steel and iron sector was still in its
heyday.
Labouring past on the Pacer, the huge,
brutal, concrete edifice – like something
from the back catalogue of a Cold War
architect – always made for an interesting
sight.
Not just in terms of what it was but,
moreover, what its future purpose could
be.
The environment had already showed
its hand in terms of the latter.
Towards the top of the tower’s
56-metre vertical expanse, a small tree

Development

and neighbouring shrubs had sprouted
from its weathered and cracked concrete.
It was as if Mother Nature had taken
hold of matters herself, deciding it was
time to reclaim the space.
I was reminded of those sights last
month when the tower, built in the 1950s,
came tumbling down.
Seeing white and orange light up a
dark Teesside night, as explosives ripped
through the former coal bunker, I thought
back to the structure as it was – tree and
all – and how its appearance was almost
an omen.
In the present-day, where our collective
carbon credentials have never been
more scrutinised, and the importance of
sustainability never more understood,
here was the environment sending a
statement around replacing old, energyintensive and pollutive industry with
something altogether greener.
And the tower’s disappearance
provides great scope to do just that, for it
sits inside the boundary of the Teesworks
development, the 4500-acre brainchild of
Tees Valley Mayor Ben Houchen, which
promises to transform former iron and
steelworks – including the old Redcar
SSI UK site – into a clean energy hub
providing thousands of jobs.
It very nearly didn’t come to pass,
though.
In the days before its razing, the
concrete behemoth was seemingly saved
when Historic England afforded it listed
status following campaigners’ calls
Its reprieve was short-lived, however,
when Mayor Houchen convinced new
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Government Culture Secretary Nadine
Dorries to make reversing that decision
one of her first actions in office.
Opinion on the tower’s demise was
understandably split, with many wanting
it to be retained as a monolith to the
region’s industrial forebearers.
A good number, though, were keen to
see it demolished, including many ex-iron
and steel workers
The financial numbers made a
compelling case for the latter too.
According to an engineers’ report,
retaining the tower, and ultimately
making it safe for use, would have cost
the public purse more than £9 million.
But the situation goes beyond any bill.
This region has long been recognised
as an industrial pioneer, its iron and steel
bywords for quality around the world.
Indeed, the former Dorman Long
company – founded by Arthur Dorman
and Albert De Lande Long, initially as an
endeavour to make bars and angles for
vessels – ensured Teesside an enduring
place in all corners, building the Sydney
Harbour bridge, as well as structures for
countries including Thailand and Sudan
and, closer to home, the Tyne Bridge.
And that is why the flattening of the
tower that carried Arthur and Albert’s
names was the right course of action.
In a previous journalism role, I covered
the collapse of Teesside steelmaking in

2015 when the Redcar blast furnace flame
petered out following SSI UK’s liquidation.
It was a quite sobering experience.
Family men and women, nurtured
by parents whose own careers were
forged in the sheds of Teesside iron and
steel firms, found themselves suddenly
unemployed.
I remember one family – and there
were many more – who went through the
pain of witnessing a father and his son
both walk through the door to announce
their jobs had disappeared.
I remember the supply chain, the
unpaid bills, and the domino effect
on company’s bottom lines and their
respective headcounts.
And I even remember sitting in a
Greggs shop, a good while after SSI UK’s
sprawling site had ceased operations,
looking into the tired eyes of former steel
men and listening to their stories of futile
interviews for roles their skillsets were
quite clearly too advanced for.
Through Teesworks, and events such
as the detonating of Dorman Long tower,
we, as a region, can make a difference, by
fashioning a new clean energy hub that
is a match for anywhere in the world, and
which creates a new generation of jobs
and skills.
I understand campaigners’ desire for
retaining Dorman Long as a vestige of our
industrial past.
But its removal, and using the footprint
it once covered, to drive change
that marries up to our ever-evolving
environmental goals, sounds like a good
legacy to me.
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Time to collect?
Getting your cashflow back on track
Late payment has long been a problem
for businessowners, with the COVID-19
pandemic compounding cashflow concerns.
So, what should you do if monies owed are
piling up? Is it wise to come up with your
own debt recovery strategy, or is there merit
in getting professional help?
www.muckle-llp.com
@MuckleLLP

ACCORDING TO A STUDY BY PAY UK AND THE
Chartered Institute of Credit Management (CICM),
more than half of the country’s smaller businesses said
they experienced late payments in 2020, amounting to a
collective UK debt burden of £17.5 billion.
The pandemic has undoubtedly hit business hard and,
arguably, the full impact on company liquidity is yet to
be seen, with many commentators predicting a ‘debt
tsunami’ may lie in wait in the months ahead.
At Muckle LLP, we often hear from clients that their
own debt recovery efforts can prove to be a distraction
from the day-to-day running of their business.
Many also find it hard to adopt the appropriate tone,
at the appropriate time, and gather intelligence showing
why debts aren’t being paid.
When it comes to debt recovery, we’ve been helping
businesses get paid for more than 30 years, recovering
92 per cent of B2B debts.
And that wealth of experience is crucial when it
comes to determining the best strategy to get results.
Julie Parr, director of business improvement, says:
“Debt recovery is a crucial part of making sure any
business survives, and we have very experienced debt
recovery staff.
“But we also understand technology can help
make the whole process easier for clients and the
recommendations more intelligent too.”
And that’s the thinking behind Muckle Collect. The
new online tool makes it easy for clients to log the
details of a debt, agree a strategy for recovery and track
progress – either for a fixed cost or on a ‘no recovery, no
fee basis’.
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Julie says: “We know that people expect alwayson service delivery, and with Muckle Collect, clients
can now set up cases at a time to suit themselves,
with no fuss, keep track of progress online and have
the reassurance that comes with our total up-front
transparency on fees.”
The tool really comes into its own by allowing the
team to get far greater insight on probability and
predictability.
In short, it helps determine the approaches that get
the best results for clients, and this can help inform the
team’s advice.
This not only helps speed up the debt recovery
process, but it also makes for better outcomes.
Julie adds: “Ultimately, the data analytics and
scientific aspect of what we’re doing marks us out as
being very different in debt recovery – it strengthens
processes further and helps us become even better at
debt recovery for clients.”
But for all the innovative technology, it’s human
connections, expertise, compassion, and transparency
that are at the heart of the service the firm provides.
So, if you’re struggling with debt recovery, perhaps it’s
time to talk to the team?

Muckle LLP
-

To find out more
about Muckle
LLP’s debt
recovery services,
call 0191 211 7889
or email collect@
muckle-llp.com

Picture:
The Muckle
Collect portal on
a mobile device
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A progressive approach to success

UNW
-

UNW’s provision
covers audit
and assurance,
corporate
finance and tax
and accounting
services, as well
as specialist
services such as,
among others,
VAT, employment
taxes and data
analytics.

Chartered accountancy and business advisory firm UNW has a long track record of helping
clients achieve their goals. But such is the nature of the business that it is continually moving
forward and, as newly appointed audit and assurance partner Fern Rivett tells Steven Hugill,
its momentum is only set to continue.
www.unw.co.uk
@UNWLLP

THERE’S SOMETHING WONDERFULLY SYMBOLIC
about the location of UNW’s Newcastle office.
Nestled between the city’s flagship Helix science
and technology complex and the rugged remains of the
medieval Morden Tower, the company’s base perfectly
captures the sense of evolution.
Both structures speak of marked progression – the
Helix’s sprawling footprint once housed a beer bottling
plant and before that a coal mine, while the former
fortification became an acclaimed poetry hub.
So, it is fitting then, that UNW neighbours such
landmarks, given progression sits right at the heart of
the independent chartered accountancy and business
advisory firm.
Accustomed to helping aspirational businesses of all
sizes, charities, not-for-profit entities and individuals
attain their respective growth goals, it has surmounted
coronavirus to secure several new partnerships with a
broad range of clients during the pandemic.

Furthermore, it has augmented its highly skilled
teams with a number of internal promotions and
maintained a long-held commitment to the next
generation, with several graduates and school leavers
having recently joined the business to bolster an
already strong collective expertise in the marketplace.
“We’ve probably had our biggest 18 months in terms
of client wins,” says audit and assurance partner Fern
Rivett.
“But we will never become complacent; it is always
great to win work, but the key priority is looking after
the clients we have and maintaining our very high
standards.”
And to continue delivering such, says Newcastle
University accounting and finance graduate Fern, UNW
will remain steadfastly dedicated to its strong talent
pathway.
“When you have more clients, you need more
people,” says Fern, who works with businesses such as
Gateshead subsea manufacturer Express Engineering
and demolition company Thompsons of Prudhoe.
She continues: “And we are a progressive firm when
it comes to people.
“Not only do we put an emphasis on bringing in
experienced and established talent, but we also take
on a lot of recruits from university or sixth form college
and have a fantastic coaching culture.
“If you are willing to work hard and are good at
what you do, you’ll get to where you want to be here,”
says Fern, who was appointed partner in July, having
previously been senior manager in UNW’s audit and
assurance department since 2017.
She adds: “We’ve got a lot of people like Peter Sym,
who joined our graduate programme in 2014 and who
was recently promoted to senior audit manager, that
have come through our training pathway and stayed
with the business.
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For more
information,
contact 0191 243
6000 or email
enquiries@unw.
co.uk

“People like Peter are proof of the opportunities that
exist in all our departments, as well as our retention
strength.”
Intrinsic to the progression of younger workers, says
Fern, is the company’s willingness to invest in their
futures.
This sees fledgling team members supported closely
through their development and afforded opportunities
right across UNW’s broad client and sector spectrum,
which includes many well-known businesses in the
North East and Cumbria as well as those further afield,
such as Leeds-based Evans Property Group.
Furthermore, says Fern, the close-knit and supportive
working environment at UNW, which employs about 130
people, provides a hugely unique atmosphere.
She says: “You are interacting with everyone; as a
trainee, you are constantly speaking to the partners
and senior team members – a fairly unique opportunity
when beginning a career in finance.
“Our partners are hands-on too – they talk to younger
workers about how they are finding things and what
sectors they might want to be involved in, and as soon
as they qualify, they draw out long-term plans for their
futures.
“It makes for a really caring culture.

“And it works – we have multiple ICAEW awardwinning team members across the business.
“Another fundamental reason why our training
programme is so successful is that trainees are given
great experience of working with a variety of clients,
big or small, across all sectors.
“I don’t think there are many businesses in the
North East, if any, that enable trainees to work with
charities and then the next week work with a £10
million corporate turnover client or even a £200
million turnover client,” says Fern, who highlights how
UNW’s trainees have the opportunity to bolster their
experience by working across departments.
She adds: “That again makes for fantastic learning,
which in turn benefits clients.”
Fern’s latter point echoes one of UNW’s cornerstone
values – an extremely supportive and personable
approach.
“Looking after clients is integral to our business, and I
really enjoy finding out how they are doing,” says Fern,
who joined UNW in 2012.
“We invest a lot of time in understanding clients,
their business and their needs – our varied portfolio
includes manufacturing, construction and online retail
businesses – and we do everything to ensure they
always receive the highest levels of service.
“We’ve had clients say to us, ‘your team has gone
above and beyond’, which is indicative of our approach
and a major marketplace differentiator.”
The overarching support to which Fern refers is also
reflected in UNW’s collective expertise, which sees
its various departments unite on projects to provide
comprehensive client support.
She adds: “A client could pick up the phone to me
and say, ‘we’re selling a property and I’ve got a VAT
issue’, or ‘we have an employment tax issue’.
“I work in audit and assurance, but I can walk
across the office floor, speak to colleagues in other
departments, and connect a client to the relevant
person.
“Essentially, we can help a client with anything
because of the environment and expertise we have
here.
“All of that is done while maintaining the high
standards we always set ourselves and means clients’
needs are met successfully.
“It’s all part of the service we provide.
“We care passionately about our clients and take
great pride in supporting their growth.”
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Rising to the
Rising to the top
www.neechamber.co.uk
@NEEChamberJohn

John McCabe
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John McCabe nearly perished on the steep streets of North Shields. Family
legend has it, that as a baby in his Silver Cross pram, his two older sisters
hauled him up the steep steps of one of the alleys near the Fish Quay and
then accidentally let the brake off. John somehow survived the ordeal to
begin a journey which has taken him from an area once blighted by civil
unrest, unemployment and industrial decline to Downing Street – where
he fought for North East jobs. Now he has accepted a very different role of
engagement for the region, and its very different and divergent businesses
and their workers, as the successor to James Ramsbotham in the role of chief
executive at the North East England Chamber of Commerce. North Shields
is, of course, unrecognisable from where one of the North East’s business
leaders spent his formative years. John knows every business’ story around
the streets, alleys and river edges near the Fish Quay – and on the other side
of the river too – his knowledge and interest stretching back to the whiff of
Welch’s toffee-making factory when he was a child. And, as he prepares to
take over at the Chamber, John looks back on his life and tells Colin Young
how he arrived at one of the most important jobs in North East business.
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4John McCabe was one of the first men in his family to
wear a suit to work.
He wore the first one in 1989, on the day he left his
terraced home in North Shields at the age of 17, to start an
apprenticeship at Northumbrian Water.
And he wore his best one 15 years later, on the day he
walked into Number Ten Downing Street for the first of
many times in a desperate 12-year fight to keep a major
North East employer from closure.

“We have such incredible talent in the region, and we have to harness it and
look at everything from the educational opportunities in the region, to housing
opportunities, to career prospects”

His father, also John, was a woodcutter by trade,
and after National Service in Egypt, spent most of his
life working for Northumbrian Water from its Howdon
headquarters.
His mother, Georgina, worked at Elmwood Sensors,
making kettles and irons until she retired.
Having given up on the dream of becoming a
professional footballer or golfer, John was considering a
career in the police force when his father encouraged him
to join the company’s apprenticeship scheme.
“We had a very safe and secure childhood,” says John,
sitting in North Shields’ 31 The Quay restaurant.
“My mam and dad didn’t have much but gave us
everything. We were a very happy, tight-knit family;
aspirations were not high but growing up in this neck of
the woods in the early 1980s, that was probably true of the
majority of young people and that’s a regret now.
“I didn’t feel the need to break out of that earlier than
I did. I have friends I went to school with who did go to
university and have gone on to achieve fantastic things
in their careers, so it would be a cop out to say it wasn’t
available.
“I’m sure my first career choice was the police because
of a really poor quality conversation with a career adviser
at school, who probably wasn’t a qualified career adviser
but just a teacher who had a free period.
“One of the things I’m encouraged by is that we seem to
be getting a lot better at that so young people, irrespective
of background, are getting more opportunities and they’re
more accessible to them.
“Whether you’re from the North East originally, or
have migrated here, I think people can increasingly see
this is a great place to live, to start and run a business,
develop your career, bring children up and enjoy lifelong
experiences.
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“Opportunity is really important to me.
“We have such incredible talent in the region, and
we have to harness it and look at everything from the
educational opportunities in the region, to housing
opportunities, to career prospects.
“It’s one of the things that really attracts me to the
Chamber role.”
The next generation in the McCabe family has attended
university; Emily, 24, is a teacher in South
Tyneside and Harry, 22, now works as commercial
executive at the Port of Tyne, having graduated this
summer. Josephine, 15, is about to enter her GCSE year.
The offices the North East England Chamber of
Commerce’s new chief executive first entered as a nervous
teenager were very different to their modern equivalent.
His apprenticeship was a two-year fixed-term trainee
scheme with a day release course at Newcastle College,
and the idea was to work in different departments across
the company. He started in the revenue department, filling
in the enormous leather-bound ledgers with the minutiae
of every customer’s water bill.
“It wasn’t for me,” he says. “Numbers aren’t my thing.”
John found his niche in the public relations department
– a mysterious world at the end of the corridor on the
second floor and shrouded in the smoke and the distinct
smell of its master, George House.
“Even now, I remember thinking, ‘you have an
opportunity here, you come to work in a suit, which not
everybody did then in my family, so you better suck this
up, take in as much as you can, good, bad and indifferent
and learn while you’re here.’
“I’d just turned 17 and I absolutely absorbed it and took
in as much as I could. I threw myself at it, always put my
hand up.
“My second stint was in what was called the public
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relations department, which changed its name to
corporate affairs and became a bit posher.
“George House was a bit of a local celebrity who did
the comedy circuit with his partner Mike Neville, the
local news anchor, and did a lot of TV and local radio
himself.
“They wrote a few Geordie books together; he was
such a character.
“He just stayed in his office, with the green and brown
furniture, smoking his pipe; you could see the smoke
coming out over the top of the door when you went to
the loo.
“I remember thinking, ‘what’s this about?’ and, ‘what
do they do?’
“But I found my place and they let me find my place.
“I understood good communication and could
hopefully articulate a message, absorb it and do
something with it.
“I went to other parts of the company but eventually
PR persuaded HR to let me finish the apprenticeship
there and I started very much in the office junior role.
“One of my twice-daily routines was to go through all
the national and local papers, cut out any water industry
or stories of interest, Pritt Stick them to a sheet of A4,
take them to the print room, get 100 copies and walk
around the building handing them out to managers.
“And I’d do that in the morning and afternoon every day
and it was unbelievable.
“And it meant I got in front of those managers every
day.”
John’s talent for writing brought him to the attention
of Northumbrian Water chief executive David Cranston,
who tasked him with the responsibility of penning the
monthly team brief for senior managers and directors of
the newly-listed Stock Exchange company.
He was 19.
“What a fantastic opportunity at a ridiculously
young age to be exposed to the most senior guy in the
organisation who was sitting talking to me about strategy
and vision,” says John.
“The dynamic of the department changed. We were
principally a press office and now we were also dealing
with aspects of financial PR in the city, with major
shareholders and pension firms etc, and I did that for five
years.”
He then moved to Robson Brown, a Newcastle-based
PR company, whose extensive client list spanned a range
of businesses in the region including Metro FM.
The turning point in John’s career is all down to the
Hairy Cornflake.
Dave Lee Travis, by now a former Radio One DJ,
was the voice of an amalgamation of stations including
Metro FM, and it was John’s job to sell this new vision

of evening listening with a broadcasting legend to local
audiences.
The phone call to the Evening Chronicle’s
entertainment correspondent Gordon Barr was the wakeup call.
“He wasn’t convinced by the story, and I cringe now,
but I said to him, ‘but Gordon, this is the biggest name in
radio,’ and I was just thinking, “I need to do a proper job’.
“It was really interesting because invariably they
got celebrities in when they were in the North East, so
I’d be talking to these people and we had some really
interesting conversations.
“And one week you’d be doing something about
listenership announcements, which were massive
because of advertising revenues, but then the next week
you’d be doing the proverbial DJ in a bath of custard. It
was… diverse.”
John moved back in-house with Transco, the gas
emergency service, and then on to Newcastle Building
Society as head of communications.
In 2002, he joined Alcan as corporate affairs director
and spent the next 12 years leading the effort to influence
the Government and European institutions to adopt a
legislative framework that would keep the Ashington
plant functioning and secure its workforce.
“When I got the job a friend said, ‘they’re going to
close next year’, and every year The Journal ran a story
saying Alcan was closing.
“I told him, ‘my job is to make sure that doesn’t
happen’, and we eventually kept it going another 12 years.
“It was really tough because so much of the job was
campaigning and dissecting bits of legislation that were
make-or-break for the business.
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never contact him unless it was a really burning issue.
We have remained in contact ever since.
“At that time, my parents were still alive, and they
were very proud.
“They used to keep all the cuttings if I was ever
quoted in the Evening Chronicle and show them to me
when I went to the house.
“I don’t think they ever really understood what I did,
which was a source of amusement over the years.
“My parents were going to babysit for us one night
but when I got into work on the Friday morning, we had
a ‘black site’, which meant we had lost power and we
were on generator power, and we had four-and-a-half
hours to get the power back on or the site was dead and

Well, he’s a James Bond fanatic, “weirdly obsessed”
by JFK – the Kennedy family and American politics is his
podcast preference – and he did the Great North Run
for the seventh time last month, wearing the number
seven in honour of his footballing hero King Kenny
Dalglish.
The number was gifted to John by Sir Brendan Foster.
Sadly, his once favourite pub in North Shields, the
Wolsington Arms, is in a sorry state, but the memories
are as fresh as the smell of Welch’s toffee factory.
And, as he settles into his new role as North East
England Chamber of Commerce chief executive, John
is focused on making plenty of new, positive, memories
for the region’s business community.

“A lot of my lobbying and public affairs work was taking
me to the highest levels, into Downing Street, meeting
secretaries of state, ministers and senior political advisers”

“We were an energy-intensive manufacturing
company with a coal-fired power station employing 700
people and in the early 2000s environmental legislation
and taxation were coming to the fore, so they were
looking for a director to help shape that legislation with
Government.
“A lot of my lobbying and public affairs work was
taking me to the highest levels, into Downing Street,
meeting secretaries of state, ministers and senior
political advisers.
“Increasingly, I met people from across the institutes
of Europe and was basically fighting for the company
across the European Parliament, the European
Commission and its different departments, talking to
senior people in energy, environmental and industrial
departments.
“A civil servant, in what was then the Department of
Trade and Industry, told me that of all the businesses
they worked with, none were impacted by as much
legislation.
“Because we were an energy-intensive business, a big
employer with a coal-fired power station, we had it from
all sides, and we were impacted by a lot of legislation.
“It opened doors and took me to places I could never
have imagined.
“I don’t want to paint a picture of a kind of Hovis kid,
but looking back you think, ‘how did I end up in Number
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Ten talking to Prime Ministers and industry advisors?’
“I remember sitting in a meeting in Downing Street,
in the room looking out on the back of Horse Guards,
talking to Geoffrey Norris, Tony Blair’s industry advisor
at the time – nothing happened in Whitehall without
Geoffrey Norris signing off on it – and the two of us in
this incredibly historic room, just thinking ‘how did this
happen?’
He worked first with Blair’s Labour Government and
his successor Gordon Brown before Alcan was sold to
an Anglo-Australian company under David Cameron and
the plant was ultimately closed.
“We found a single line in the legislation which
created an opportunity for the Government to exempt
us. The European Commission didn’t like that and took
the Government to the European Court of Justice,
where they fought our case, which led to the closure.
“That was six or seven years of work and if we had not
found that clause it would have closed six years earlier.”
John, now 49, can still recall the first time he walked
into Number Ten.
“It was a great experience, and really exciting walking
in for the first time through the front door with senior
officials from the Department of Trade and Industry.
“I was with Simon Edmonds, who became my go-toguy and a really good friend.
“We worked really well together, and he knew I would

we would have had 700 people out of work.
“So, I rang my wife and told her to contact my parents
and tell them to stand down for the night, saying, ‘this is
going to be serious, TV crews are on the way, I am
going to be here all night.’
“When Kate called, my dad said, ‘it’s not something
John did is it?’
“I mean, what did he think I’d done!?”
With the plant closure imminent, John was made
redundant, but continued to do some work for the
company on a consultancy basis before setting up
Fusion eight years ago.
Fusion’s clients include Northumbria University,
Nuffield Hospitals, Newcastle Hospitals NHS Trust,
The North East Fund and AkzoNobel, and it has worked
with the National Grid, on the North Sea Link project, a
subsea energy pipeline being built between Cambois,
near Blyth, and Norway, plus a mental health charity and
local schools.
He says: “It was a wrench to leave.
“Despite the challenges of the pandemic, the
business has gone from strength-to-strength, thanks
to an outstanding team effort and the support of many
fantastic clients.
“I’m very confident the business has a bright future
under new ownership.”
So, what else is there to tell about John?

• See the next issue of North East England Chamber of
Commerce’s CONTACT magazine to read more about
John’s plans for the region’s business community.
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Supporting the energy transition
on the road to net-zero

Siemens
Energy
-

Siemens Energy
traces its roots
back to 1866,
when Werner
von Siemens
converted
mechanical
energy into
electrical
energy, making
it applicable to
everyday life.

With an impressive career spanning over 25 years at Siemens and more latterly Siemens Energy,
Wesley Tivnen tells us about his new role as decarbonisation lead for the UK and Ireland.
www.siemens-energy.com/hydrogenuk
@siemens_energy

IT’S HARD TO BELIEVE THAT WAY BACK IN 1996 at the
ripe old age of 17, I started my career as an apprentice
at Siemens in Newcastle. Having now been with the
business for over 25 years, I’ve enjoyed many great roles
and had the opportunity to work on projects that have
taken me to places near and far including Baghdad,
South Korea, and Berlin to name but a few.

(That distinct smell of warm machine oil from the factory
in Berlin is still firmly etched on my mind!)
It’s fair to say that starting my career as an apprentice
provided a great foundation in the business and taught
me many lessons I’ve since taken into subsequent
roles. Learning about different technology, providing
technical and commercial support to teams out in
the field, building customer relationships, developing
new business opportunities, and securing some great
friendships along the way have been some of my many
highlights. Full of opportunity and never a company
to let you stand still, I have also been lucky enough to
have had several operational, project management and
leadership roles before landing my latest challenge as
Decarbonisation Lead for UK and Ireland.
And as a new chapter dawns, I’m incredibly excited
about this role. Why? Well, the energy transition is an
increasingly big focus, not just in the UK but globally,
as we work towards net zero and limit the worst effects
of climate change. So, knowing my new role focuses on
moving to a more sustainable energy supply is something
I’m super passionate about.
For Siemens Energy decarbonisation is about two
challenges that go hand-in-hand. Firstly, helping to meet
increasing global energy demands: we need more energy
to power homes, businesses, industry, and infrastructure.
And, secondly, we know demand for reliable energy
will continue to grow over the next 50 years – it is
estimated that around 800 million people still don’t have
access to a reliable electricity supply. But, at the same
time we need to meet this need sustainably. In a nutshell
we need to keep the lights on, but in a way that emits
less and eventually no carbon.
In the UK, the Government has placed a huge focus on
achieving net-zero by 2050 - with some important interim
targets en route - and we aim to support this in every
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way we can. Not just by developing new technology,
such as our work on alternative fuels like green hydrogen
or working with partners on CCUS (carbon capture,
utilisation, and storage) but also to practice what we
preach. This means minimising our own carbon footprint
by transforming our business operations and processes.
Being involved early on presents an incredible
opportunity to make a positive difference to our future
energy sector. I love the idea of being able to help a
market grow and become successful, so this is just one
of the reasons the current role appealed to me.
In fact, my dream for the next five years is to be part
of getting our first UK green hydrogen projects up and
running and then seeing the industry scaling quickly.
To give an idea of the potential, the Government’s
recently published Hydrogen Strategy estimates that 20
to 35 per cent of the UK’s energy demand could be met
by hydrogen by 2050, making it a key market for Siemens
Energy and our customers.
Collaboration will be critical to my new role, working
not only across our own organisation but with partners,
Government, and customers; as will identifying key
short-term and long-term opportunities for different
parts of the business.
As I’ve mentioned, hydrogen – zero carbon, green
hydrogen in particular - will play a significant role in
achieving net-zero. However, we’re already seeing the
challenges of establishing new markets. We must grow
supply and demand in parallel. This will need the support
of Government to help get projects off the ground to
produce the hydrogen as well as supporting users to
overcome the current economic challenge of using it.

Today, its
portfolio
includes work
with partners to
reduce existing
assets’ carbon
emissions and
the development
of technologies
to transform
power generation
applications.
It also works
with clients to
build and operate
efficient grid
infrastructure
and reduce costs
in the industrial
application of
fuels, and is
heavily ingrained
in schemes to
develop the
use of green
hydrogen and
renewable
energy.

Otherwise, we end up in a chicken and egg situation
where we don’t have supply to meet growing demand
or the growing demand to warrant supply, which we’re
already seeing inhibit the growth of some companies at
the forefront of the transition.
As they say, Rome wasn’t built in a day and it’s because
of that we must face the reality that the road to net
-zero is going to take time. We talk about the ‘energy
transition’ because it’s exactly that. A transition that is
different depending on where you are in the world and
one also linked to other factors, like the availability of
finance, Government support and available technologies.
It’s not simply a case of just switching off the lights
and cutting the cord on fossil fuels, rather we must move
gradually to cleaner and greener energy sources. The
good news is, as a business we have a wide portfolio of
products and solutions to help bridge the gap, including
our electrolyser technology, which produces green
hydrogen.
But anything is possible and at Siemens Energy our
ethos is to be bold in our vision and to lead the change
we want to see in the world. It’s summed up in our
company vision, which is ‘let’s make tomorrow different,
today.’ Our current Keadby 2 project, a combined-cycle
gas turbine power station being built in Lincolnshire for
customer SSE, is the first-time application of Siemens
Energy’s most efficient SGT5-9000HL gas turbine which
demonstrates just what’s possible. By helping further
decarbonise the UK electricity system and provide
reliable energy, this project supports the integration of
more renewable energy onto the grid.
We’re taking an active role in supporting the COP26
climate change conference by lending our voice to
the conversation and taking part in many discussions
on decarbonisation, future technologies, and societal
topics. And, on a personal level, by urging our
Government to show the leadership required to deliver
on the commitments made in Paris in 2015, I’m hopeful
the Glasgow conference will build upon Paris and help
ensure we succeed in avoiding the worst effects of
climate change.
So, while it’s clear there is a long road ahead, I firmly
believe that with the right resources, support, and
mindset, we can deliver the change we want to see.
It’s certainly been a long time since that first day as an
apprentice back in 1996, but I believe by leading with
humility, empowering, and nurturing others to reach
their potential (whilst having fun along the way), we can
achieve our vision of a more sustainable tomorrow.
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Treading a new path towards growth
With a history dating back more than 140 years, Karpet Mills’ name is firmly engraved in the
region’s retail landscape. Yet far from resting on its successful past, the business is pushing
ahead to further bolster its market share. Spearheading this drive is Designer Flooring,
which complements Karpet Mills’ existing high-value, low-cost range with premium brand,
bespoke carpet, wood and luxury vinyl tile flooring services. Here, director Joel Dickinson
tells Steven Hugill more about the endeavour.
www.yourdesignerflooring.co.uk
@karpetmills

Designer
Flooring
-

Designer Flooring
works with a host
of well-known
carpet brands
that include
Amtico, Hugh
Mackay, Cormar,
Ulster, Crucial
Trading and
Penthouse.
It also works with
laminate flooring
manufacturers
such as QuickStep, Balterio,
Egger and
Woodpecker, and
counts Moduleo
and Polyflor
among its luxury
vinyl tile partners.
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WHAT’S IN A NAME?
Well, in the case of Karpet Mills, a great deal actually.
Still under the guidance of the Dickinson family that
laid the present-day business’ first foundation stones
in 1878, Karpet Mills is an acknowledged byword for
quality and trust, a symbol of value-driven service
delivered with a local feel.
It has, though, further meaning.
Take, for example, its genealogy.
Every member of the male Dickinson dynasty carries
– or has carried – the first name John.
The custom – continued by sixth generation director
Joel, who is officially John Robert Joel – proudly points
to Karpet Mills’ forerunners, who, among other things,
made cabinets, sold furniture and, for a time, even
produced coffins.
But it does something else too.
By maintaining the tradition, it reflects a commitment
to principles first set out more than 140 years ago.
Essentially, markets and styles may evolve, but the
Dickinson family’s dedication to honest, personable
service that provides customers with unique, value-formoney products, will always endure.
And nowhere is this ethos more underlined than
through its luxury Designer Flooring venture.
Launched in 2018 at Karpet Mills’ Hexham branch,
the endeavour now operates from a second 10,000sq ft
showroom in the firm’s Newcastle Kingston Park base,
as well as through smaller spaces in its Gateshead,
Benton and Hetton-le-Hole sites.
Comprising the region’s largest selection of premium
carpets and flooring from high-end brands including
Axminster, Amtico – of which Designer Flooring is
an exclusive retail partner – and Hugh Mackay, the

Kingston Park hub offers customers a range of bespoke
styles and colours.
“History has always taught us to be cautious but to
move the business on too,” says Joel.
“We take measured steps to grow, and Designer
Flooring is helping us do just that.
“Our past is so important; we pride ourselves on
offering real small family business levels of service
while having the bigger systems and buying power to
offer the pricing and capacity of the big PLC carpet
retailers.
“That has always been our unique selling point – we
offer first-rate customer service, unbeatable prices and
product ranges, and specialist fitting from a skilled and
knowledgeable team.
“And we took all of that in mind when we launched
Designer Flooring.
“We didn’t want to dilute our history, so from day
one we set our stall out to ensure it would be a totally
separate offering that would have products we didn’t
do a significant volume of prior to its launch.
“And our brands have a real pull,” continues Joel,
who reveals the addition of Designer Flooring at
Kingston Park was complemented by a refurbishment
of the site’s Karpet Mills showroom.
“Amtico is a big product – our Amtico One display
offers the brand’s full range and includes a bespoke
service that allows customers to have any design cut
and coloured to their specification.
“But we’ve put the same investment into our other
suppliers too, which include several solid wood and
engineered wood flooring manufacturers, and this
means we have great variety and range.
“On the carpet side, we’ve got all the woven

Axminster premium suppliers and we work with all the
natural product brands too, such as Crucial Trading and
Alternative Flooring.
“We do everything.”
And with the enforced lockdowns caused by
coronavirus spurring many customers into bringing
forward home renovation plans over the last year-anda-half, Joel says Designer Flooring has provided – and
is continuing to deliver – a real boost to the business,
with its market-wide offer attracting both existing and
new clients.
“The home improvement sector has had an enormous
spike in demand,” he says.
“We’ve seen people thinking that if they can’t
go away on holiday, for example, then they will do
something positive instead and add more value to their
homes.
“And with Designer Flooring being based alongside
our Karpet Mills offer, it means we are able to cover
everything from entry level products – where people
are looking to fit out their first home or working to
a modest budget – to the other end of the spectrum
where cost isn’t necessarily the focus.
“Everyone coming through the door has commented;
they can sense the investment we have made to do
things properly with Designer Flooring.
“They know we are focusing on the attention to detail
and the quality,” says Joel, who joined the family firm in
2010 after graduating from the University of Leeds with
a chemistry degree.
However, while attracting customers keen to
improve their domestic settings, Designer Flooring’s
introduction has also catalysed new growth in
the corporate sector, with high-profile projects at
Northumberland’s Matfen Hall and Close House golf
club emphasising its prowess.
Yet, while such schemes have helped extend the
business’ reputation in the commercial environment
– where it also works with housebuilders, care homes
and social housing providers, and supports office
refurbishments – they have also, says Joel, come to
benefit the needs of regular customers.
“We did all the bedrooms and communal areas at
Matfen Hall, which involved some bespoke products
and the specialist fitting of a carpet, complete with
hand-seamed borders, on an unbelievable original
staircase,” he says.
“And such complex jobs have made it easier for us to

do the retail work too.
“For example, someone might feel like a project
could be complicated in their own home but, because
we have seen it on a larger scale, we can take it in our
stride and complete the work on budget and to the
specification expected.
“You name it, we can do the project.
He adds: “We’ve got every single part of the flooring
market covered with what we offer.
“And, given the journey we’ve gone through with
COVID-19, it’s nice to know that if there are going to be
certain sectors that do better than others, we have the
strength in depth and breadth to offer everything, safe
in the knowledge the business can cope very well.”
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The digital divide – it’s
time we closed the gap
With the COVID-19 pandemic having
brought the use of technology into much
sharper focus, national digital infrastructure
platform CityFibre is calling on society to
help everyone prosper in the digital world.
www.cityfibre.com
@CityFibre

CityFibre
-

For more
information about
CityFibre and
its services, visit
www.cityfibre.
com/NETimes

THE LAST 18 MONTHS HAVE DELIVERED A SEISMIC
change in the way we have lived our lives.
Technology allowed us to stay connected – however,
it was not a straightforward shift for all.

they were forced to close, many were left without
access to computers. Fortunately, there is great work
being done to combat this.
We are working with the Hive, in Portsmouth,
providing financial support to allow the charity to
provide prepaid data sims that can be distributed with
laptops and tablets.
CityFibre has also partnered with Donate Digital to
support its work in upgrading and distributing donated
IT equipment.
CONNECTIVITY FOR ALL
A device is just the beginning. Without an internet
connection, people cannot access online services.
In 2021, Ofcom estimated that around 24 per cent
of UK homes had access to full fibre coverage. The
Government has set a target of ensuring at least 85 per
cent of UK premises have access to gigabit broadband
by 2025.

The issue of digital inclusion is not a new
phenomenon, but the COVID-19 pandemic has pulled it
into sharper focus.
Society is reaching a point where most everyday
tasks require a certain level of access to, and knowledge
of, technology, many vital services – including
healthcare, banking, utility bills and council services –
are rapidly moving online.
In the UK, it’s estimated 16.3 million adults lack core
digital skills, nine million are unable to use the internet
independently, and 1.9 million homes have no internet
access.
We therefore need to work together to ensure
everyone can embrace the digital world.
RELIABLE EQUIPMENT
For many people, libraries provided a place to complete
forms, pay bills and keep in touch with others - when
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Our investment of up to £4 billion will support this,
bringing full fibre networks within reach of at least
eight million homes, 800,000 businesses and 400,000
public sector sites. We work with councils and housing
associations in Sunderland and across the UK to ensure
full fibre reaches whole communities.
SUPPORTING A DIGITALLY INCLUSIVE FUTURE
While the last year has brought the issue of digital
inclusion to the fore, it has also resulted in more people
working to tackle the problem.
There is still a way to go, and it will take collaboration
from both private and public sectors to level the playing
field.
As individuals, we can play our part by not throwing
away old technology – there are many charities that will
pass it on. And as life gets a bit busier, let’s continue to
look out for each other, ensuring nobody is left behind.
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Bold brands bounce back better - be brave
Craig Huntingdon is a successful entrepreneur, who has founded, scaled and exited
a number of ventures in addition to a decade at Aldi where, as trading director, he
oversaw the rapid growth of one of the UK’s most successful businesses. Craig has
now built a portfolio of interests and combines his role as a dedicated Scaleup North
East partner with supporting owners and senior management teams to develop
strategy and drive growth. Here, he highlights emerging data to identify opportunities
for post-pandemic brand development.

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 and is aimed
at supporting
North East
businesses that
can demonstrate
both the hunger
and the potential
to achieve high
levels of growth.

www.scaleupnortheast.co.uk

RECENT ANALYSIS SHOWS THAT WHILE THE 100
biggest global brands grew at nearly six per cent in
2020, the top 75 UK brands declined by 13 per cent.
In the same week, I was lucky enough to spend
time with Sir Martin Sorrell, a titan in the world of
advertising, who suggested that while he expected his
worldwide agency to see growth in key markets such
as the US, Middle East and Asia, he expected minimal
growth from the UK and Europe.
So, what is going on and what can businesses in the
UK learn from this to help them grow in 2021?
There is a sense that UK businesses are holding
back and are failing to be brave enough at a time
of rapid change in consumer behaviour that is
being driven by an ambition to protect short-term
performance.
This is dangerous and allows competitors to easily
accelerate away. In situations of extreme stress,
humans are designed for fight or flight. But doing
nothing and hoping everything will be OK isn’t a
natural option, so why should it be any different for
our businesses?
Research has identified the key differences between
those brands that have continued to grow throughout
the pandemic versus those in decline.
Central to this is presenting your brand in a way
that demonstrates a ‘meaningful difference’.
This is further broken down into four key areas:
communicate creatively; innovate meaningfully; build
brand responsibly; experience uniquely.
We shall explore each in turn.
Creativity equals memorability.
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A brain processes more than 30 gigabytes of data
a day.
When you show it a brand, it sends the information
over to the amygdala, which is responsible for our
emotions and feelings, so any past experiences will be
linked and associated.
This is why, when presented with images, we don’t
simply see them at face value, we have all sorts of
emotions, feelings and connections attached to them,
a phenomenon known as gestalt.
Therefore, to create a truly memorable brand, you
need to build these positive associations over time,
with expressive creativity and emotional connections.
A gorilla, drumming along to Phil Collins’ ‘In the Air
Tonight’, demonstrates how Cadbury used positive
association to answer a question that was never asked
but succeeds on every measurable level. Fortune
favours the brave.
Innovation differentiates by better meeting
consumer needs.
It is vitally important these needs are reassessed as
many have changed, some unrecognisably, throughout
the course of the pandemic.
Consumer behaviour has changed faster recently
than at any point in the last 100 years.
These behaviours, preferences and changing needs
look set to stay and have the possibility of making a
brand proposition look diluted or even irrelevant.
Innovation should form a substantive part of
any brand development plan, primarily to ensure
alignment with consumer needs and then to augment
digital transformation strategies to improve external

engagement with internal systems.
Building your brand responsibly, in an authentic
way, is another critical element of driving growth.
This would include environmental and social
responsibility at a much deeper level than the majority
of consumers would have expected pre-pandemic.
Be prepared to articulate your purpose and your
‘why’ more frequently as consumers emotionally
connect with this on a level beyond your product or
service attributes meeting their needs and, in most
cases, this is prioritised above pricing.
With increasing costs, this represents a clear
opportunity to protect margins and defend market
positioning.
An evolving experience maintains customer
connections.
While meeting customer needs is critical, the way
you meet them can have a huge multiplier effect.
The customer journey should be mapped out and
optimised to ensure there is a positive and memorable

difference between how you and your competitors
deliver similar products or services.
It’s important this transcends to online and mobile
too with user experience and user interface that is in
tune with your brand’s customer service aspirations in
the physical space.
In summary, if we are to learn from what has
successfully maintained the growth of successful
brands in the most challenging of times, we need
to ensure our proposition to consumers offers a
meaningful difference.
Our brand must meet functional and emotional
needs, stand out and set trends, and come to mind
easily when making a purchasing decision.
By communicating creatively, innovating
meaningfully, building responsibly and experiencing
uniquely, brands can maintain growth, protect
margins and take advantage of slower, less reactive
competitors that are focused more on defending a
weak position than bravely taking on a new world.
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Who is going to pay the bill for COVID-19?
Life may feel like it is returning towards an environment we once knew, but COVID-19 will long
remain a part of our everyday routine, not least through Government efforts to pay for the
pandemic. Here, Trevor Clark, Chartered financial planner and director at Perspective (North
East) Ltd, looks at why reimbursing the national coffers will impact on all of us.
www.pfgl.co.uk
@perspectivefgl

GOVERNMENT BORROWING IS AT ITS HIGHEST
level since the Second World War.
According to the Office for National Statistics, it
reached £303.1 billion in the year to March – nearly
£250 billion higher than in the previous year.
Borrowing in March was £28 billion, setting an
unwelcome record.
Borrowing in the year to March was 14.5 per cent of
gross domestic product - at the end of the war, it was
15.2 per cent.
With the recent announcement concerning
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increasing National Insurance rates to cover some of
the shortfall in NHS and social care costs, it seems the
Government has already started the ball rolling.
But what else needs to be done to manage this
situation?
Many pundits are expecting a spending boom depending on which article you read, we ‘accidentally
saved’ between £100 billion and £125 billion during
lockdown.
Nationwide, for example, has reported that
customers’ savings “more than doubled” to £10.6 billion

during the pandemic.
With lockdowns now easing, surely this money will
be spent, kick-starting the economy and fulfilling
various predictions of the fastest growth since the
Second World War?
Perhaps not.
A recent survey suggested that the army of
accidental savers created by lockdown plan to stay
prudent.
As the BBC report put it, consumers are likely to
“play it safe” as the UK emerges from lockdown.
Neither can the Chancellor expect a windfall from
corporation tax.
With the pandemic having hit the profits of many
companies, the tax receipts from business are certain
to be reduced.
But at some point, the Chancellor must start paying
the money back and we will need to do more than
simply raise National Insurance levels.
So just who will pay the bill for COVID-19? And how
long will they be paying it for?
It hardly sounds like a prudent way to run a country,
but perhaps the UK will never pay back the debt.
In the last 100 years, the UK has never not been
in debt - in the last financial year (before COVID-19
struck) the Government was planning to borrow £160
billion – of which £100 billion was to pay back old debt.
Some of you – brought up with a strict
understanding that debt must be repaid – will recoil in
horror, but Government borrowing is not like a credit
card: the debt (at least according to the experts) does
not need to be paid down as quickly as possible.
Borrowing is cheap at the moment, with interest
rates at historic lows – so low that last year the

Perspective
Financial
Group
-

Operating from 17
offices in the UK,
including bases
in Newcastle
and Darlington,
Perspective
Financial
Group provides
advice and
support across
investment,
retirement
planning,
inheritance
tax planning,
personal wealth
and corporate
planning.
If you would
like to talk to a
member of the
Perspective team
to better plan
your finances, call
0191 217 3340 or
01325 289400.

Government issued negative-yield bonds.
Effectively, institutions that bought the bonds were
paying the Government to look after their money.
The use of ‘stealth tax’ is always a way of raising
revenue without ruffling too many feathers, and we
saw that idea being used in the last Budget.
Many allowances including personal allowances,
pension lifetime allowance and inheritance tax
thresholds were all frozen until 2026.
The principle behind this is that inflation causes both
income and prices to rise, pushing everybody into a
potentially higher tax threshold of some sort.
This has raised revenue historically, but it cannot be
the only solution to repay this level of debt.
Making good use of these allowances is something
that we often discuss at review meetings, so therefore
freezing these allowances will inevitably have
implications.
For example, significant house price rises, along with
a frozen inheritance tax allowance, could affect many
of our clients.
Frozen personal allowances could also mean higherthan-expected income tax bills.
In the meantime, it does look like the Chancellor’s
emphasis will be on servicing the debt, rather than
paying it back – and on keeping his fingers crossed the
predicted rebound in the economy really does happen,
finally starting to swell his tax coffers.
Keeping a lid on the tax allowances enables the
coffers to increase at a quicker rate, and the increase
in National Insurance shows that the process is now in
full swing.
But, over the long-term, we all must recognise that
there is a bill to pay for COVID-19.
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Tuning up

Report

Hitting the right
notes again
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Like every industry, the live music
sector failed to escape the impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic.
With concerts cancelled, festivals
failing to materialise, and performances
pulled from calendars on more than one
occasion during the lockdown periods, it
left many musicians and venues financially
hamstrung.
The figures speak for themselves.
According to industry body UK Music,
music tourism contributed £4.5 billion to
the economy pre-pandemic, in the process
supporting more than 45,500 jobs.
With buildings closed – and many
of their staff left in precarious financial
positions – and performers cooling their
heels in frustration, it was with huge relief
then that things began, slowly, to resume
earlier this year following the relaxation of
restrictions.
Things, of course, remain precarious, and

to that end, Music UK last month revealed
its Music Industry Strategic Recovery Plan1.
A blueprint to catalyse the sector postcoronavirus, it calls on the Government
to secure the talent pipeline by helping
freelancers financially to recover, while
creating new opportunities for – and
enabling investment in – the next
generation of musicians.
It also wants ministers to support the
sector’s infrastructure by protecting live
events from further pandemic disruptions,
extending the Culture Recovery Fund and
permanently reducing VAT on hospitality
services.
Latterly, the report seeks to encourage
exports by building on existing schemes
such as the PRS Foundation’s International
Showcase Fund with fresh cash incentives
to boost international opportunities, a
transitional support package and what it
calls a new music export office.

Words by Colin Young
1: www.ukmusic.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/UKM_MISRP_220921-FINAL.pdf

Its back. And how we’ve missed it. Live music, that cultural
delight that thrills and enthrals in equal measure, has returned
from its COVID-19 hiatus. And North East venues are wasting
no time in getting back into the groove, with a host of concerts
planned for the coming weeks and months. Here, Colin Young
looks at music’s triumphant return and what to look out for as
2021 comes to a close.

4When the heavens opened in the early
hours of a Saturday morning towards the
end of August, you had to feel for a large
number of people gathered in the rooms,
and sprawling fields, of one North East
hotel.
A weekend of rain was the worst
possible news for John Adamson and the
organisers of Hardwick Festival 2021.
Two years of planning – the additional
52-week wait due to the coronavirus
cancellation of the 2020 event –
potentially about to be washed away
by the unexpected turn in the summer
weather.
The implications on audience turn-outs
and festival turnovers, for hundreds of
businesses, are immense.
But John, and his Ramside Estates
team, and the local businesses and
many high brand sponsors knew, not
just hoped, they could rely on the
determination of the North East public
to get out of their homes and into open
fields around the grounds again; hear live
music, dance in a field and start to put 18

months of the pandemic, lockdowns and
silence, behind them.
With the relaxation of social gathering
rules, thousands ditched the masks
and kept the protective clothing to the
wellies and waterproofs, or just accepted
their fate on the first proper outdoor
music get-together in a very, very long
time.
And come rain – and there was plenty
of that – or shine, they were determined
to come out in their numbers and enjoy
it.
For all its delays, for all the bad
weather, for all the anxiety and concerns
over the agonising last few days before
it reopened, Hardwick Festival 2021
was the most successful festival at the
Sedgefield estate to date.
Plans for Hardwick Festival 2022 have
started already.
And the plans for the next one will
build on the increasing success of the
event, which has put Hardwick Hall, a
building of historical significance on
the English Heritage register, on the
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modern music map. The first Hardwick
Festival was held over one day in 2013
with Texas headlining and Jools Holland
adding some weight to a line-up, which
has since featured The Jacksons, Simple
Minds, Adam Ant, James, Razorlight,
Embrace and 10CC on the main stage
arena.
The majority of the 2021 line-up turned
up, not least legendary hit-maker and
a damp Saturday night headliner Nile
Rodgers, who quarantined to perform at
a host of UK venues, and set the tone for
the weekend, which closed with a set by
Rag’n’Bone Man, for those still standing.
The event has evolved from the
heady nights of To The Manor Born, the
Hardwick club nights which attracted
the UK’s leading DJs, who continue
to perform at Hardwick Festival in the
dance arena.
And the appeal of Hardwick Festival
to its wide-ranging audience comes
not only from the diversity of musical
entertainment, but some of the culinary
and drinking delights on the landscaped
parkland, which stretches unhindered
over 120 acres to the lake and historic
Hardwick Park.
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For two days, the 400-year-old hotel
grounds are covered in stages, tents and
marquees, food stalls and converted
horse boxes and even double decker
buses. And thousands of very happy
(some merrier than others) people.
Among the familiar dark green
Ramside food wagons, and their sister
brands, which have been a mainstay
of British festivals and major sporting
events since the 1990s, are local traders
and businesses who also benefit from the
Hardwick experience.
Mark Shields and Mike Wathen, from
North East start-up Quaff Box, have
converted a dilapidated Rice Beaufort
horse box into a luxury bar to serve
custom-made cocktails from the tap
after developing the method from their
Newcastle base.
The mobile trailer is normally used at
weddings, but Hardwick has become
an annual earner for the last four years
and this year proved one of their most
successful.
Mark says: “We are reliant on many
things, and we have always enjoyed
being part of Hardwick Festival, but
this year I think the demographic of the
crowd really played into our hands.
“The audiences wanted to get out and
enjoy themselves again, and you could
sense that, and it is the same for traders
too, who want to get out there and make

the most of it.”
Other North East music festivals
are available, of course, and there will
certainly be no shortage of alternatives
– with every musical taste covered – in
2022.
Exhibition Park opened its gates for
some 1980s and 1990s retro acts over a
couple of weekends, including during the
Great North Run, and welcomed local
hero Sam Fender and Gerry Cinnamon
for This Is Tomorrow, with Kubix
paying homage to the past in another
Hetherington Park-based weekend.
And next year, Into The Fields, in
Blyth, and the South Tyneside Festival,
in South Shields’ Bents Park, can surely
be held after two cancellations, which
denied tribute acts and the joys of Ella
Henderson and The South, Will Young
and Shalamar.
And although Elton John’s dodgy hip
may have forced further postponement
of his Stadium of Light gig next year,
Motown legend Diana Ross will fill the
gap at the Emirates Stadium in Chesterle-Street.
The new audience-friendly guidelines
may have benefited the region’s varied
indoor arenas and while their openings
were more cautious, led largely by
the concerns of the acts, they are all
preparing pre-Christmas programmes
with a host of well-known stars and local

acts, all desperate to get back on the
road and on stage.
And next year is already taking shape
as venues make up for lost time.
New Royal Northern Sinfonia
conductor Dinis Sousa has finally started
playing in front of audiences at the
Sage Gateshead, but the jewel of the
River Tyne is among one of many due to
welcome some niche names before the
year is out.
Sir Cliff Richard may be 80, but he has
decided to mark the landmark with a
national tour that takes in the Sage this
month.
Sir Cliff’s close friend Daniel O’Donnell
is also guesting in Gateshead, as are
Jason Donovan, Jamie Cullen, The
Waterboys, Billy Bragg and Martin
Stephenson.
New Royal Northern Sinfonia leader
Maria Wloszczowska will perform
a candle-lit Christmas concert on
December 12, to be followed by soul and
gospel star Mica Paris on December 15.
North East soul and funk duo
Smoove & Turrell will wrap up the 2021
programme with a December 19 party,
which will also feature the Voices of
Virtue Gospel Choir, MC Kay Greyson
and the Origin Crew dancers.
Sunderland’s newest venue has wasted
no time in promoting its impressive and
diverse opening acts and securing a
pre-Christmas programme that sets the
standard for future bookings.
The Fire Station auditorium,
which is phase two of an £18
million redevelopment, is still under
construction.
The official opening on December 17
will see Mercury Music Prize nominees
Field Music presenting The Firestarters
Revue, whose guest line-up includes
Sunderland’s Barry Hyde and Ross
Millard, of The Futureheads, and
Frankie Francis alongside rising stars
such as Martha Hill. A week earlier,
Northumbrian piper Kathryn Tickell will
become the first artiste to perform there
when she takes to the stage with her
fellow musicians The Darkening, and will
be joined by The Lake Poets as special

guests. The Fire Station’s auditorium is
aiming for 300 shows a year, holding
up to 550 people seated or up to 800
standing.
Events are in place until June and
Richard Dawson; The Shires and Amy
Winehouse: A Celebration of her Life
and Work with the National Youth Jazz
Orchestra, are all booked for January.
Paul Callaghan is chairman of
the Music, Arts and Culture Trust
charity which led the building of the
auditorium and the £7 million first phase
redevelopment of the Edwardian building
into The Engine Room bar and restaurant,
studios and heritage exhibition.
He says: “What a line-up to open this
exceptional venue. We are extremely
excited by the quality and variety of
the performers who want to play in
Sunderland.”
Tamsin Austin, director of The Fire
Station, adds: “It is so exciting to have a
new home for music and performing arts
in the heart of Sunderland.
“We can’t wait to welcome people into
what we hope will become a

thriving community hub for audiences
and for artists.” Another North East
venue looking to make an impression on
audiences is the 200-year-old Georgian
Theatre in Stockton.
Saved from the bulldozers in the 1980s,
it has steadily become a musical hub for
Teesside audiences since 1993 when it
was taken over by the fledgling Stockton
Music & Arts Collective, which was
renamed Tees Music Alliance in 2006.
At its heart, it is a vital cog in the
local musicians and comedians’ scene,
but it has appeal for national acts too
and, after opening its doors to eager
Sam Fender fans, it will welcome Tom
Robinson, Noel Gallagher’s High Flying
Birds and guitarist Luca Stricagnoli.
Also in Stockton, the Globe has hit
the ground running and will light up the
nights with headline acts from the world
of music and comedy.
As well as a long-awaited return for
Nick Cave, TV regulars Jason Manford,
Chris Ramsey and Nina Conti will bring
their latest shows to the venue, which
opened in 1935.
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Paul Reed and the Association of Independent Festivals

Words by James Hanley
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Durham-born Paul Reed has found himself at the wheel of
trade body the Association of Independent Festivals (AIF)
during the most turbulent time the industry has ever seen.
But Paul has tackled the challenge of COVID-19 head-on,
stepping up to provide an essential voice for a sector in
dire need. The ex-local promoter and DJ speaks to James
Hanley about his North East roots, working with homegrown
heroes Maximo Park and The Futureheads and leading the
circuit’s fightback against the pandemic.
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4It’s not quite Decca turning down The
Beatles, but Paul Reed can relate to the
tale of the band that got away.
It was the mid-2000s and Paul was
making a name for himself as a promoter
on the Newcastle music scene, organising
gigs by local legends such as Maximo
Park and The Futureheads, when he took
a call from an agent about putting on a
promising indie group at The Cluny.
“I was sent this demo that I thought
was great, but they wanted quite a
substantial fee – to the extent that it
wouldn’t have been that worthwhile
financially, even at a sell-out,” recalls Paul
ruefully.
“I said I just couldn’t do it at that level
and tried to negotiate a bit with the
agent, but they said they would have to
go elsewhere, which is just sometimes
how it goes.
“It troubled me though, and I thought,
‘should I just email that agent back and
do the show?’ But I didn’t and, of course,
the band were the Arctic Monkeys!
“Someone else ended up promoting it
and, as you can imagine, the tickets flew
out.”
Still, things haven’t turned out too
badly for the Easington-born 41-yearold, who is now chief executive of
the London-based Association of
Independent Festivals.
Paul credits grunge and Britpop for
turning him on to music in the 1990s,
with one iconic Glastonbury headline set
leaving a particularly lasting impression.
“I remember watching Radiohead’s
incredible performance on TV in my
mum’s house and thinking, ‘I’ve got to get
to Glastonbury,’” he recalls.
“It took me a couple of years, but I got
there in 1999.
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“In terms of festivals, I’d say that was a
turning point.”
Growing up in Bishop Auckland, Paul
studied at St John’s School and Sixth
Form College, where he gained A-levels
in English Literature, Sociology and
Business Studies, before taking Law at
Northumbria University – briefly, as it
transpired.
“That didn’t work out, so after a year I
switched to Politics & Media, which has
become strangely relevant to the job that
I do today,” reflects Paul, who frequently
interacts with MPs in his current role
and has given evidence at multiple
Government inquiries.
With gigs aplenty and a student loan to
burn, Paul and Newcastle were a match
made in heaven.
But the idea of breaking into the music
business still seemed an unachievable
dream.
“Where I grew up, it’s not like you’re
around other people that work in the
music industry,” he points out.
“It’s not really presented as an option
and it’s not something you think about as
being viable, so I didn’t really know where
to start.”
After graduating from university with
a first, Paul did an MA in journalism at
the University of Sunderland and made
tentative first steps into the promoting
world, starting up a rock and indie club
night at The Cooperage on the Quayside.
“Someone came along who could
promote the night better than I could,
and that was a guy called Ben Walker,” he
recalls.
“But I wanted to stay involved, so I
approached him and asked if he wanted
a DJ.
“I showed up with my CDs and was
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like, ‘can I play for a bit?’
“And he was like, ‘yeah, go on then,’ and we ended up running
that.

Records with Futureheads frontman Ross Millard and friend Nick
Jackson in 2007) and Maximo Park, he continued to work with
them longer than is standard for a regional promoter.

“When it got a bit bigger, we moved it to World Headquarters
in Newcastle, which was called the Electric Circus then, and
they were really fun nights.
“Ben was a great promoter and I learned quite a lot from him
in terms of building up a buzz.”
Around the same time, Paul became acquainted with up-andcoming local band The Futureheads, who went on to release two
UK top 20 albums and a top ten single.
“The first gig I ever put on was at The Cluny in Newcastle in
around July 2003,” smiles Paul.
“It was The Futureheads, an amazing Sunderland band called
This Aint Vegas and another Newcastle-based band called Mos
Eisley.
“It sold out and was a huge success. It caught The Futureheads
right on the cusp of their breakthrough.”
So solid were Paul’s relationships with the likes of The
Futureheads (he went on to launch indie label Longest Mile

“I got up to the level of promoting shows at Northumbria
University – 600 capacity – and national promoters were doing
the other shows on the tour at that point,” he explains.
“But Maximo Park were very loyal and insisted on me doing
their home town shows.
“I also launched the first Futureheads album at Newcastle
Labour Club.
“That was a hair-raising experience because we had another
venue sold out for a long time before realising it didn’t have a
licence.
“We had to move it with a few days to go, but we actually
ended up selling more tickets.”
Despite his progress, the precarious “win some, lose some”
nature of the promotions trade left Paul at a crossroads
regarding his future.
“It just didn’t feel viable that I could make a full-time living out
of being a promoter in Newcastle,” he concedes.
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“But I desperately wanted to work
around music and make a living from it.”
In the wake of spells at RPM record
shop and freelancing for music titles such
as NME and Gigwise, Paul landed a gig
editing the newsletter for Newcastlebased development agency Generator,
which introduced him to a future ally in
Jim Mawdsley, leading to his first fulltime music job in 2005.
“Jim has been instrumental in my
career,” acknowledges Paul.
“I worked on the artist liaison team at
Evolution Festival, which he promoted.
That was my first experience of
working at a festival and led to me
working at others like Secret Garden
Party.
“In addition, Jim gave me this job as a
project coordinator for Generator.
Jim’s now the chair of the Association
of Independent Festivals (AIF), so we
continue to work closely together.”
After two years at Generator, and an
aborted attempt at tour managing, Paul
took a leap of faith when London came
calling.
“My then partner, now wife, got a job
in Kent,” he says.
“I was 29 at the time, so I felt like if I
wasn’t going to move down south then,
when was it ever going to happen?
“So, I moved down, started knocking
on doors and tried to build up a bit of a
network.”
Stints at community music and arts
centre The Conservatoire and planning
service The Event Umbrella followed.
Then, in a life-changing moment, Paul
was approached by AIF, a not-for-profit
trade body co-founded in 2008 by DJ and
Bestival promoter Rob Da Bank and his
manager Ben Turner.
“They were looking for their first fulltime general manager, so I took that gig
towards the end of 2013,” explains Paul.
“It was an opportunity to set the
priorities of the organisation, so one of

@AIF_UK

the first things I did was call up every
member and pick their brains.
“I wanted to make it more prominent as
a trade association, grow the membership
and have some really impactful
campaigns.”
Joining as managing director (he has
since been upped to chief executive),
Paul’s influence at AIF has been
transformative.
Membership, which comprised around
45 at the time, has swelled to more than
90 and includes UK festivals such as
Boomtown Fair, Boardmasters, Kendal
Calling, Tramlines, End Of The Road and
Middlesbrough’s Twisterella.
Under Paul’s guidance, AIF launched
its now flagship Festival Congress
conference in 2014, and has driven
powerful campaigns on issues including
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legal highs, single use plastics and safer
spaces at events.
“AIF was the right job at the right time,”
he declares.
“It feels like I found my calling with it; it
was something I could really get stuck into
at a time when I had enough experience to
lead an organisation.”
One of its biggest wins to date came
three years ago when it successfully
lobbied royalty collection body PRS For
Music for a reduced live tariff of 2.5 per
cent for festivals (compared to four per
cent for concerts).
“We found out about a multi-venue
tariff in Ireland, which was effectively
a festival tariff, and put together a
detailed submission to PRS, illustrating
the different business models between
festivals and concerts,” says Paul.
“We managed to achieve a reduced
tariff for festivals and that is a huge,
tangible cost saving for members.
“At the beginning, I think most probably
thought it unlikely that we would walk
away with a reduction.
“PRS is a huge organisation in
comparison, and it was a real David and
Goliath situation, but we were able to
negotiate effectively.”
Prior to the pandemic, the father-of-two
was pondering a new challenge after six
years at the AIF helm.
Alas, COVID-19 soon changed all
that, wiping out the entire 2020 festival
season, as well as part of the 2021 summer
calendar.
“We first discussed it in a members’
meeting in February last year,” says Paul.
“At the time, it was this distant thing to a
lot of people in the UK, but we were quick
to grasp the significance and immediately
sought advice.
“We rapidly got a dialogue with the
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Government and were on calls with
ministers in the weeks before lockdown.
“There was a temporary VAT cut
to five per cent for businesses in the
sector, including festival tickets, which
was hugely helpful, and we launched an
extensive media campaign around the
extent to which independent festivals
were at risk.”
Crucially, the AIF’s calls for festivals to
be eligible to apply for the Government’s
£1.57 billion Culture Recovery Fund (CRF)
were answered.
“We lobbied the Department for Digital,
Culture, Media and Sport hard for their
inclusion and that has been a lifeline,”
explains Paul.
“Across the two rounds of CRF,
members had a 70 per cent success rate
and unlocked over £11 million for members
alone.
“Festivals are far more on the
Government’s radar now.
“Something COVID-19 has reiterated
is the importance of trade associations
because the Government won’t talk to
individual businesses, they want to talk to
trade bodies that represent a significant
part of the market.”
And, as he approaches his eight-year
anniversary at AIF, Paul can be rightly
proud of his accomplishments to date.
But he has no plans to call it a day any
time soon.
“To be honest, pre-COVID-19, I was
starting to think, ‘what’s next?’ But I
want to see the industry through to full
recovery,” he adds.
“The Government likes to use the phrase
world-leading, but our festival industry in
the UK is truly world-leading.
“I love working in the live music industry
and I see it as the place where I will
hopefully be for the foreseeable future.”
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Great North Air Ambulance crowned
Chamber business of the year
An afternoon of celebration saw the Great North Air Ambulance honoured with the top accolade
during the North East England Chamber of Commerce’s showpiece awards ceremony.
www.neechamber.co.uk
@NEEChamber

The North East England Chamber of Commerce has
presented its prestigious business of the year award to
Great North Air Ambulance (GNAA).
The charity, based at Eaglescliffe, near Stockton,
beat off stiff competition to win top honours in the
inaugural Chamber Awards, which were held last
month at Durham Cathedral.
It also won the North East champion of the year
category during the ceremony.
GNAA provides a North East emergency air service
that provides 24-hour care. In the last year alone, it
responded to 1250 call-outs, despite the challenges of
operating during the pandemic.
Lesley Moody, Chamber president (AES Digital
Solutions) says: “The standard of entries for our
awards was incredible.
“After all the challenges of COVID-19, we were
delighted to read about so many North East businesses
and their achievements.
“Our members have worked tirelessly to not just
keep going but also grow, exploring new opportunities
and markets.
“The details on the GNAA service show clearly why
it won.
“People who were helped by the team’s care
included those who were seriously ill or injured
through incidents, such as road traffic collisions (the
single biggest cause for its involvement) and medical
emergencies, such as stroke and cardiac issues,
assaults, such as stabbings and shootings, or leisure
pursuits which go wrong.”
Chloe Holmes, partnership and marketing
manager at North East Times, which sponsored the
North East champion of the year award, adds: “The
charity’s unwavering commitment to developing their
resources, and the resilience they have shown during
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the pandemic, is both truly inspiring and incredibly
worthy of recognition.
“It was a hugely humbling (and emotional!)
experience talking to the team, as was learning more
about the contribution they make to the North East
and the people and families that access their services.
“The first-person accounts of how the actions of the
team provide life-saving responses are remarkable.”
Darush Dodds, of Esh Group, which sponsored the
business of the year award, agrees: “GNAA’s service

is a huge testament to our region’s determination to
tackle problems head on and achieve goals, no matter
how insurmountable they may seem at the time.
“COVID-19 must have seemed a huge challenge, yet
this charity has still blazed a trail.
“Congratulations to every single member of their
team and their many supporters.”

Despite a decline in funds from fundraising due
to COVID-19, the charity still made huge progress,
which included trialling a jet suit to help treat patients
in remote locations in Cumbria, which attracted the
attention of more than 240 news outlets worldwide.
In collaboration with Gravity Industries, this worldfirst project is being coordinated from GNAA’s North
East base.
The charity also raises awareness of its work to help
raise funds and has been involved in the TV series
Emergency Helicopter Medics, which was aired on
More4, with repeats on Channel 4.
This show featured the work of the charity’s critical
care team and reached a national audience, averaging
approximately 400,000 viewers per live episode.
As many of its essential fundraising events had to
be cancelled due to COVID-19, it organised Race to
the Base, challenging people to run, walk or cycle a
distance to raise funds.
The result was one of its most successful single inhouse events, attracting 656 participants and raising
£113,739.
GNAA is also at the forefront of medical innovation
and training, where its practices are shared and used
by medical teams around the globe to save lives.
Chamber Awards associate sponsor, Bernicia’s chief
executive John Johnston, says: “It was great to see the
awards celebrate the very best of North East business
in the stunning venue of Durham Cathedral.
“The businesses showcased at the final
demonstrated the incredible resilience and strength
of the North East business community to adapt and
thrive in the most challenging of environments over
the past 18 months.”
Diversity and inclusion is an important part of the
Chamber’s campaigning and the award for

North East
England
Chamber of
Commerce
-

For more
information
about the recent
Chamber Awards,
and about
the business
membership
organisation’s
work, visit www.
neechamber.
co.uk or call 0300
303 6322.

this was presented to SignPost Productions,
based in Gateshead.
The small business of the year winner was Nirvana
Europe, based in Wallsend, while medium-sized
business of the year was The Endeavour Partnership,
in Thornaby, near Stockton.
Seaham-based Believe Housing won partner &
President’s Club business of the year.
Winners of other categories came from a range of
sectors covering the length and breadth of the North
East.
They were:
Best export business –
Newcastle-based Pearson Engineering
Entrepreneur of the year Everflow Group, of Stockton
Green business –
Battlesteads Hotel, based in Northumberland
Best business diversification –
Gateshead-based Recovery4Life
The judges of the awards were the category sponsors
and included the Wingrove Motor Company,
Northumbrian Water, Teesside Airport, Durham
University, Gateshead College, Womble Bond
Dickinson, NE LEP, Northern Skills Group, North East
Times and Esh Group.
Five of the regional winners – Recovery4Life,
SignPost Productions, Pearson Engineering, Everflow
and Battlesteads Hotel, will now go through to the
national British Chambers of Commerce Awards in
November.
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Awards recognise a new
approach to corporate
healthcare
Last month, Gateshead-based
Recovery4Life was honoured with the
business diversification accolade at the
North East England Chamber of Commerce
Awards. This followed being crowned
the winner of NEPIC’s innovation award.
Here, chief operating officer Alexander
Devitt talks about how one of the North
East’s best kept secrets has – and will
– continue to help businesses improve
the health and wellbeing of its people,
providing testimonials from those who have
experienced working with Recovery4Life
first-hand.
www.recovery4life.co.uk
@Recovery4LifeNE

Recovery4Life
-

If you are an
individual or
business that
would like to find
out more about
Recovery4Life’s
specialist
occupational
health and
COVID-19
programmes, call
03333 448 288
or email www.
recovery4life.
co.uk/contact/
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SINCE 2016, RECOVERY4LIFE, A SPECIALIST
provider of occupational health services, providing
testing, training and treatment for both physical and
mental health issues, has been supporting the North
East business community – helping businesses to
support their most vulnerable staff, developing positive
culture change and saving lives.
Despite this, Recovery4Life has largely remained
the North East’s best kept secret, utilising very little
marketing and social media; it has remained enigmatic,
working discreetly behind the scenes.
It wasn’t until the start of the pandemic in early
2020 that Recovery4Life started to garner more media
attention.
After winning NEPIC’s business innovation award
earlier this year, last month Recovery4Life was awarded
the North East England Chamber of Commerce’s
business award for diversification, and was shortlisted
for the Chamber’s business of the year award.
Recovery4Life’s chief operating officer Alexander
Devitt explains why.
He says: “Our company ethos has always been to put
our clients’ needs first.
“Even prior to the pandemic, our job was always
to help clients safely achieve business continuity,
regardless of the complexity of the issues presented.
“COVID-19 was a new challenge for us like anybody
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else, but our decision to ‘pivot’ and diversify our offering
into coronavirus testing and risk management came
quickly.
“Keeping business operational, keeping the workforce
healthy, and protecting jobs have always been our
top priorities.
“In that sense, our diversification into COVID-19
was really an extension of the work we have been
undertaking since we opened.
“Furthermore, the pandemic has highlighted the need
for integrated occupational health services that can
address the wide range of mental and physical issues
that COVID-19 has exacerbated.
“Winning the NEPIC and Chamber awards is a
tremendous victory and has been a great boost to the
team.
“We are incredibly thankful for the recognition, and
we look forward to representing the North East at the
British Chambers of Commerce Awards.
“Fingers crossed we can bring it home!”
Even though Recovery4Life now runs multi-award
winning COVID-19 services, Alexander maintains that
it’s only one aspect of its wider work conduct.
True to Alexander’s word, the following case studies
speak for themselves.

Occupational health services
One of our younger team members, who works in
a safety critical capacity, was driving a company
vehicle down a motorway when he fell asleep at
the wheel and nearly caused a crash.
Recovery4Life carried out a full assessment and
identified that our employee, who had ADHD, had
recently had his medication changed without being
advised that a common side-effect was sudden
tiredness and narcolepsy.
Recovery4Life was quick to respond to this and
conducted a full health check and organised a new
medication review with his GP.
We were over the moon to have our teammate
back in work shortly after.
I highly recommend Recovery4Life. They saw
him on the same day the referral was made and the
entire process and plan they put in place was clear
and easy to understand for me and the whole team.
- Highway maintenance company operations
manager

CASE STUDIES:
Complex needs
In 2018, I was alerted through our HR department
that one of our drivers had disclosed he was
planning to kill himself, and that he had been
hearing voices in his head telling him to commit
violent acts on other people.
This included instructions to drive his truck
through our portable building offices. He also
disclosed that he had been sectioned and released
with no support or follow up from his doctor.
He was a young guy who we wanted to support
but we were worried about the safety of our other
staff. That’s when we contacted Recovery4Life.
They were amazing, they set out a full plan on
how we could best support him, reviewed his
medication and provided intensive psychotherapy
sessions and ongoing statutory care.
The feedback from our employee was that he
hadn’t felt better in years, and we were able to bring
him back to work safely.
- Construction company HR director

Drug and alcohol testing services
As one of the region’s larger manufacturers, we
operate a sizeable workforce. We had never done
any drug testing on our site before, but we had
started to hear more and more complaints that led
us to believe that drug use was taking place.

We knew we had to something when one of our
cleaners found a packet of white powder in the
ladies’ bathroom.
We were nervous about the idea of introducing
testing, we didn’t want to lose a big portion of our
workforce, and we didn’t want to alienate anyone.
We started looking for potential suppliers and
we got introduced to Recovery4Life – it was like a
breath of fresh air.
They took care of the entire process, from the
development of our drug and alcohol policy, to the
introduction of an amnesty period and the delivery
of the testing itself.
Recovery4Life put us at ease and reassured
both our HR department, (and the union), that any
testing programme put in place would be there to
protect staff, not catch them out.
Thanks to Recovery4Life’s messaging, 42
people came forward during the amnesty period
seeking support and six were identified as needing
ongoing support for their mental health, which
Recovery4Life also provided.
We now have a robust testing programme
in place to this day and are grateful for
Recovery4Life’s professionalism and hard work
- Manufacturing company HR manager
People-centred approach
We are pleased to have been using Recovery4Life’s
expert testing services for nearly three years,
which has allowed us to protect our most valuable
resource – our people.
When the pandemic broke, the Recovery4Life
team’s understanding of how the COVID-19
landscape was going to pan out was instrumental
in helping us navigate through so much uncertainty.
Their foresight and advice supported us in
carrying out the planning decisions required to
keep our people safe and to minimise any potential
impact to our operations.
Recovery4Life have managed the testing
constraints admirably, and their advice and
support, which is available 24/7, is always helpful
and pragmatic.
Recovery4Life have worked hard to provide a
structured approach throughout the entire testing
process.
- Teesside-based company’s health, safety,
environment and quality lead
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Our home in the North
As businesses begin to make their way back into the office, Dawn Robinson, global director
(people) at Newcastle-based shipping insurance specialist North P&I, looks at how the
organisation has thrived, despite the difficulties of the pandemic.
www.nepia.com
@NorthPandIClub

IT’S GREAT TO BE BACK.
That’s the overwhelming feeling we have here at North
as we make our gradual return to ‘normal’ business life in
the office after the most challenging period any of us can
remember.
Since the pandemic hit in March 2020, we, along with
millions of others, have had to adapt to a very different
way of doing business, albeit with the care, consideration
and professionalism that has been the hallmark of our
organisation since its foundation in 1860.
Zoom calls and Microsoft Teams conferences are still
very much a part of our day-to-day operations as we
make a staggered return to our global headquarters on
Newcastle Quayside, and there are some innovations and
ways of working which we developed during lockdown
that will be retained as we move forward.
The international nature of our work, supporting
and insuring thousands of ships as they make their way
around the world, means we have always used the latest
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technology to keep in touch.
However, there is something about face-to-face
contact (as opposed to FaceTime calls) which can’t be
gleaned from a screen.
And while we have employees and agents in locations
around the world, Newcastle is very much our home.
Our Quayside office has a practical, as well as an
historical importance, to us.
We’ve been based on the Quayside ever since the
organisation was founded, a time when the Tyne
was thick with ships of all kinds heading to and from
destinations around the world.
Whilst most of the ships have gone, the Quayside and
Newcastle city centre remains a significant employment
location and, increasingly, a highly popular location for
visitors and tourists.
It has been great to see the crowds returning to the
Quayside, filling its bars, coffee shops and restaurants,
and it’s been lovely for us at North to head out for a
lunchtime latte and a walk once again along the Tyne.
Seeing a number of new restaurants and venues
opening their doors has been as welcome as heading
back to familiar haunts.
What makes this even better is that now there are even
more of us at North to enjoy it!
Over the past 18 months, we’ve taken on more than
50 new employees across a wide range of our different
departments.
Despite the challenges of the pandemic and working
remotely, new starters have come on board in areas
including underwriting, marketing and communications,
finance, IT, loss prevention and legal.
Their skills and expertise have been very much in
demand as we have dealt with the myriad changes which
COVID-19 has had on the shipping sector and global
trade.
You can get to know a few of our new people in this
feature.
Our new recruits have come from a wide range of

different backgrounds and have unique skills in many
different areas, but they all share the North commitment
to enabling our Members to trade with confidence.
It’s clear that they’re appreciated by our Members as
much as ourselves.
Earlier this year, we undertook a comprehensive
Member survey to gauge feedback on everything from
our perceived position in the market to how we dealt with
the pandemic.
It’s safe to say we were blown away by the enormously
positive responses we received, which were a fitting
tribute to every one of our people, from long-serving
employees to our newest recruits.
The success of any professional services organisation
like ours is ultimately down to the people who work
within it, so we are very grateful to all of our teams, for
not only facing the challenges of the last 18 months but
thriving despite them.
Such determination to succeed and support each other
is not taken lightly, so we have been careful in managing
the transition back to office-based business with things
like small scale social events and get-togethers, phased
returns and accommodating flexible working.
At the moment, most of us are in the office for at least
a couple of days a week, with some sections spending
most of their working week here.
We’ll continue to monitor the progress of the pandemic
and work with our team to ensure they’re getting the
best environment in which to work, whether that’s in the
office, at home or a flexible mixture of the two.
Above all, we want to ensure we continue to deliver our
services to shipowners around the world, taking all the
expertise that North has to offer to every corner of the
globe, right here from the banks of the Tyne.
After all, there’s no place like home.

HOW WE’VE GROWN – SOME OF THE NEW
STARTERS AT NORTH REFLECT ON THEIR
EARLY EXPERIENCES
Aidan Bates-Porter, 		
claims assistant
“I’d been at sea my whole
working life, so my first day at
North in August was literally the
first time I had set foot inside an office!
“It was a new environment, but all the staff were

welcoming and seemed pleased to be back.
“Since the start of September, I have noticed lots
of new faces, many I’m yet to speak to, and to me
it feels noticeably busier and more what I imagined
an office is like.”
Marian Godwin, 		
service desk technician
“While most starting a new job
during the pandemic worked
from home, I started in our office
on the Quayside.
“The office was so quiet and every floor
deserted. Sometimes, we were asked to send out
items from desks, like foot pedals or dictation
devices; seeing people’s belongings at their desks
unused was like something out of a dystopian
movie. Shoes, photos, trophies, awards, tins of
biscuits… my new colleagues appeared to like
sharing treats, and models of ships and related
items seemed quite popular!
“Now that everyone is back in the office, I’m
meeting team members in person that I’ve been
working with for a year.
“Luckily, with technology, we’d been able to get
to know each other and collaborate by meeting
daily via Teams meetings and we’ve been able to
fall quite naturally into our various roles.”

Pictured: Dawn
Robinson

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.

Sally Bettinson, marketing
executive
“It has been a bit surreal meeting
people in person after working
with them remotely for almost a
year, but it’s been lovely to finally meet the rest of
my team and other colleagues face-to-face.
“The return to the office has also given me
an opportunity to meet many of the other
new recruits who have been through the same
experience.
“North has supplied everything we need to
easily work both from home and from the office, as
well as offering wellbeing support to anyone who
needs it.
“The location of the office, with fantastic views
of Newcastle Quayside, is also a bonus!”
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Celebrate Christmas
the right way
Christmas is just around the corner and
the renowned Spanish City has a variety of
events and venues available to hire, all of
which are perfect for festive work nights
out with your colleagues. With both private
and shared event options, Spanish City can
accommodate two to 1000 guests. Rob
Smith, operations director at Spanish City,
explains more.
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Advertising feature_NBS

With several acts to choose from, including Freddie
Mercury, ABBA, Motown and Tom Jones, you’re sure
to have a night full of fun, singing and dancing to wellknown chart-toppers.
Whether you choose a party night or a tribute night,
you’ll enjoy an opulent three-course meal and stunning
panoramic views of the sea in Spanish City’s renowned
St Mary’s Lighthouse Suite.

For more
information on
Spanish City’s
Christmas tribute
and party nights,
and to see its
entire Christmas
offering, visit
www.spanishcity.
co.uk/christmas/
Email events@
spanishcity.
co.uk or call
0191 691 7090 to
book tickets and
arrange venue
hire.

WHETHER YOU’RE ORGANISING A SPECIAL
get-together for the first time since 2019, or treating
your team for all their hard work, Christmas at Spanish
City is sure to meet all your individual needs and get
you into the festive spirit.
Each year, the entire building is transformed with
festive décor, twinkling lights and a tremendous 40ft
Christmas Tree.
Host a Christmas party with ease, thanks to Spanish
City’s bespoke Christmas party nights.
Running on Fridays and Saturdays from December 3,
these elegant evenings will be full of festivity, joy and
warmth. With tables of up to ten people, you have the
option of either a small team get-together or an entire
company celebration.
Spanish City also holds unforgettable Christmas
tribute nights, which are perfect for festive work nights
out.

64

Newcastle-based construction technology firm NBS has planted 3000 trees in the region,
as part of its ongoing commitment to combating climate change. The trees will help
boost biodiversity in forests in St John’s Wood, County Durham, and Doddington North,
Northumberland, while increasing local climate change resilience and removing the carbon
dioxide equivalent (CO²e) aligned to NBS’ 2019 and 2020 operational carbon emissions.
www.thenbs.com
@theNBS

www.spanishcity.co.uk
@MySpanishCity

Spanish City
-

NBS plants 3000 trees as part of green agenda

Later, you can let your hair down and dance the night
away to our resident DJ. If a private function is more to
your suiting, 1910 Steak & Seafood Restaurant, Spanish
City’s fine dining restaurant, The Champagne Bar and
St Mary’s Lighthouse Suite are available to hire, all of
which have unbroken views of the Whitley Bay coast.
With a private bar, resident DJ and a PA system, St
Mary’s Lighthouse Suite is the perfect venue for those
wanting to throw an exclusive Christmas party.
Choose from various options, including three-course
meals, buffets and a drinks reception with canapes at
all three venues.
Impeccable service, creative and exquisite menus,
and the best ingredients on the market are a certainty
for all Spanish City’s events and functions, making
your Christmas work night out one that everyone will
remember for years to come.
Enjoy your Christmas get-together without any
constraints, as nearby accommodation and on-site car
parking is readily available – there’s also additional car
parking within walking distance.
You can also book with confidence – Spanish City
will reimburse you for any events that it has to cancel
due to COVID-19 restrictions, which do not allow the
event to go ahead. Tickets are selling out fast due to
high demand, and this Christmas is set to be Spanish
City’s busiest yet, so be sure to book now to avoid
disappointment. Call 0191 691 7090 to book.

IN SEPTEMBER, MEMBERS OF THE NBS TEAM
cycled 25 miles from Durham to St John’s Wood to
highlight and raise awareness of the problems posed by
the climate crisis.
The move was part of the business’ overarching
sustainability strategy, which aims to reduce energy
usage, lower carbon emissions wherever possible and
continue to offset operational emissions every year
moving forward. Earlier this year, NBS signed up to
the UN Climate Neutral Now pledge, as well as the
Forest Carbon Initiative, and the business is supporting
the UKGBC (UK Green Build Council) as part of the
upcoming COP26 conference.
NBS also hosted the latest edition of its popular
online conference, ‘The Construction Leaders’ Summit:
Building Better’ in September, which featured a number
of the industry’s most influential figures, who shared
their ideas around how construction can play a part in
building a greener future for all.
NBS is using its position as a leading voice in
the construction industry to actively promote and
encourage more sustainable working practices.
This includes offering hands-on support to help
architects and building product manufacturers make

more sustainable decisions as part of the building
projects they’re involved in, as well as introducing
further carbon reduction strategies within the business
itself – including making the switch to using 100 per
cent renewable energy.
Colin Smith, UK chairman at NBS, says: “Climate
change is the most pressing global issue and with the
construction industry being one of the biggest emitters,
we all need to do our part to work and live more
sustainably.
“We’ve seen that change is possible – the NBS carbon
footprint reduced by almost 50 per cent in 2020, and
although much of this was due to changes caused by
the pandemic, we’re aiming to make it a permanent
change, through active reduction measures and carbon
offsetting.
“While the planting of trees isn’t a solution to the
climate crisis, it’s just one part of a wider range of
changes that we’re making at NBS.
“This is the next phase in an important journey
and one we are prioritising for the business and our
customers moving forward.”
The trees were planted in conjunction with Forest
Carbon Ltd.

NBS
-

For more
information about
NBS’ services,
call 0345 456
9594 or visit
www.thenbs.com
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The importance of a fully inclusive recruitment strategy
Successful businesses are predicated upon several aspects, not least a robust recruitment
policy that places diversity and inclusion at its core. One organisation helping firms do just that
is Newcastle-based NRG. Its Executive Search & Selection function delivers blue-chip clients
trusted shortlists that are drawn from the widest talent pools, which ensure they have access
to the highest calibre of candidates for top-level roles. Here, Scot McHarg, a consultant in the
company’s Executive Search & Selection team, explains more.
www.nrgplc.com
@nrgplc

IT IS WELL DOCUMENTED THAT DIVERSITY
brings a multitude of advantages to an organisation.
Businesses with diversity and inclusion at the heart
of their strategy experience increased profitability and
growth due to their ability to adapt and incorporate a
wider set of values and viewpoints.
Diversity and inclusion remains a priority for
business leaders as the economy bounces back from
COVID-19 and a high level of recruitment activity
resumes.
One organisation with first-hand experience of this
is the Executive Search & Selection function at NRG.
An accountant by profession, highly experienced
Executive Search consultant Scot McHarg has
successfully delivered a catalogue of targeted search
assignments on behalf of a huge variety of public,
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private and charity sector clients for more than 15
years.
With fully managed and research-focused
assignments designed to deliver fresh, new, highcalibre candidates, NRG’s Search & Selection team
has a reputation and strong track record of successful
appointments aligned with high performance that
have a major impact throughout the UK including chief
executive, managing director, finance director, HR
director and non-executive appointments.
“Diversity and inclusion is a high priority for all our
clients, and an increasingly important part of any
tender process,” says Scot.
“Our clients want to ensure as early as possible that
our process works, that it’s robust and can be relied
upon to present a shortlist of appointable candidates
drawn from the widest possible pool of candidates.
“It’s not rocket science that any search campaign
that excludes candidates for any reason, whether
conscious or unconscious, immediately reduces the
size of the candidate pool and therefore potentially
affects the quality of the appointment.
“Not only is diversity, inclusion and equality the right
thing to do, it makes business sense.
“It’s about everybody – those that work for you,
those that buy your goods and services, those that go
to school with your children, those who you would like
to do business with, and those you’d like to attract to
work for you.
“To be the best we can be, we need to be
surrounded by great people.
“And for good people to be great we need to think

about the environment we are putting them into.
“In today’s globally competitive marketplace,
businesses need to widen their talent pool with a
fully inclusive recruitment strategy that reaches and
engages talent from within under-represented groups.
“Diversity is not a one-off tick box exercise.
“In today’s digital age, candidates look for
transparency and authenticity when deciding to join
an organisation.
“With an increasing digital footprint including social
media and employer review sites such as Glassdoor
and Indeed, it is vital that businesses align their
consumer and employer brands.”
Scot is one of NRG’s diversity champions.
His commitment towards an Executive Search
practice driven by strong and consistent values of
conscious inclusion and culture is evidenced in the
part he played in the creation and launch of the
Diversity, Inclusion and Belonging in the North East
networking group.
The group creates a safe space for regional business
leaders to discuss and share best practice to drive
positive messaging around diversity and belonging,
and ultimately how to create a fully inclusive
workplace.
He says: “NRG’s commitment towards equality and
allyship is demonstrated through active listening and
learning in this group.
“We’ve had business leaders from some of the
region’s foremost organisations, such as Home Group,
Greggs, Cummins Inc, Northumberland Council
and Karbon Homes, talk about what they are doing
to tackle some of the harder elements that can
sometimes prevent employees from achieving their full
potential.
“The group has been a huge success and really
interesting to be part of.
Scot adds: “We’ve recognised that we are all on a
journey of discovery.
“We are able to highlight examples of bias and
privilege and we’ve explored the thought processes,
microaggressions and behaviours that may exclude or
discriminate.
“Each session not only brings together the business
community but creates a fantastic source of learning
for the NRG team to make us better allies in our own
workplace, and better informed to present a diverse
shortlist to our clients.”

NRG
-

With a successful track record spanning 40 years, NRG is an
innovative recruitment solutions business that specialises in
tech and digital, corporate services and Executive Search and
Selection.
For more information, contact marketing manager Julie
Mordue on 0191 260 4407 or email juliemordue@nrgplc.com
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Sunderland College welcomes Department
for Education director general
Education Partnership North East recently played host to a senior Government official,
who saw first-hand the organisation’s commitment to delivering outstanding learning
opportunities through a sustainable industry-focused curriculum, collaborations to tackle
skills shortages and major infrastructure investment.
www.educationpartnershipne.ac.uk
@EPNorthEast

THE DIRECTOR GENERAL FOR HIGHER EDUCATION
and further education visited City Campus to discover
more about the outstanding learning opportunities
Sunderland College is creating for young people and
adults across the region.
Paul Kett, who is a leading figure in the Department
for Education’s (DfE) leadership team, was welcomed
by chief executive Ellen Thinnesen and chair of
governors Rob Lawson.
They spoke about how a future-ready vision and
strategic plan has positioned the group as an engaged
and influential sector leader with a strong reputation
and growing partnerships.
Paul also heard how Education Partnership
North East, which includes Hartlepool Sixth Form,
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Northumberland College and Sunderland College,
supports its most vulnerable and disadvantaged,
as well as developing students through community
connected, real-world and project-based initiatives,
such as WorldSkills UK and the Ford Next Generation
Learning programme.
Iain Nixon, vice principal of apprenticeships and
commercial, detailed how the group is engaged in
collaboration and long-term partnership building
with leading employers, as well as SMEs, to provide a
sustainable industry-focused curriculum, co-designed
and co-delivered to best meet the needs of the
economy.
Rounding off the series of presentations, Paul learned
how Education Partnership North East is strategically

shaping new ways of working through collaborative
systems leadership, coalition building and unique
models of colocation.
This included sharing advanced plans about how the
college, Jobcentre Plus, Sunderland City Council and
other organisations are progressing advanced plans to
tackle unemployment and skills.
Paul and senior leaders also discussed the journey
of successfully transforming a college from the point
of merger, the progress made with Kickstart, the
challenges in being able to deliver short industry
relevant courses or higher technical solutions for
employers, but also the opportunities available and
their vital role in the UK’s recovery and growth following
the COVID-19 pandemic.
During the visit, he took time to meet with staff and
students during a tour of Sunderland College’s £30
million technical campus, which includes state-of-theart employer-designed facilities in several skills priority
areas such as construction, mechanical and electrical
engineering, manufacturing and automotive.
Ellen said: “We were delighted to host this important
DfE visit, which was a valuable opportunity to explain
Sunderland’s socio-economic context alongside our
purpose and commitment to social mobility, thriving
communities and economic prosperity.
“We shared the college’s impressive impact upon

Education
Partnership
North East
-

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 Berwick-upon-Tweed to the
Tees Valley.
For more
information, visit
www.educationpartnershipne.
ac.uk, call 0300
770 1000 or email
employers@
educationpartnershipne.ac.uk

NEET (not in education, employment or training)
reduction and improved outcomes for vulnerable and
disadvantaged students.
“It was also an opportunity to share advanced
designs of a new and unique multi-provider Housing
Innovation and Construction Skills Academy, currently
pending funding approval, as part of Sunderland City
Council’s levelling-up bid to the Government.”
Paul added: “It was a delight to visit Sunderland
College and I particularly enjoyed talking to the
students and staff.
“It was very encouraging to hear about how
Sunderland College are truly embracing the ambitions
we share to ensure skills provision supports people
secure, and progress in, great jobs.
“I was impressed by the work the college did to
engage and work in partnership with local employers
to provide an engaging curriculum offer, which meets
important skills gaps.”
To ensure Sunderland College’s City Campus can
continue to play a leading role in the region’s rapidly
evolving technological advancements, Education
Partnership North East has secured £1.3 million
from the DfE’s T Level Capital Fund to drive further
enhancements within clean manufacturing.
The funding will see the creation of several exciting
new additions to the college’s inspiring training
resources, including a hybrid automotive facility, an
automation innovation training suite, the inclusion
of a new digital engineering hub and a business
management zone.
Earlier this year, Sunderland College was awarded
more than £3.2 million to completely refurbish a
1950s building at its Bede Campus to create a new
digital innovation and skills hub, which includes a
sophisticated, 360-degree immersive visualisation
dome that will train students in world-class virtual
reality environments.
The developments will also include an amphitheatrestyle seated area, innovation suites and flexible spaces
for students studying T Levels such as digital and
health.
As well as being an innovative centre for T Level
training, the college will open a small sensory
environment within the centre where students will
gain real work experience by supporting the delivery
of digitally-informed immersive therapies for children
and young people with special educational needs and
disabilities (SEND).
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FUTURE:
The North East’s pivotal role in transforming the UK into a
global clean energy leader
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The North East’s pivotal
role in transforming the
UK into a global clean
energy leader

4When Prime Minister Boris Johnson

last year set out a ten-point plan to launch
a ‘Green Industrial Revolution’ capable of
delivering and supporting up to 250,000
jobs, it immediately became an integral
chapter in the Government’s levelling-up
agenda.
Pledging to produce enough offshore
wind to power every home, back car
makers to further accelerate the drive
towards electric vehicles and create the
first town heated by hydrogen by 2030,
Downing Street’s vision also promises to
make the country a world leader in carbon
capture and storage.
And with its industrial heritage and everevolving commercial landscape, the North
East stands primed to provide crucial
support for the Government’s plans.
But what, specifically, does the region
need to do to ensure it plays its part?
To find answers to that question, and
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a good deal more, North East Times last
month held a roundtable discussion –
supported by partners Womble Bond
Dickinson and EY – for business leaders
from across the region to offer their
insight.
Highlighting how the North East’s supply
chain will be integral to a greener future
for all, the event also focused on the skills
required to bring the Government’s plans
to fruition, the action needed to attract
inward investment, the infrastructure
required to create, operate and sustain
a low carbon landscape, and routes to
funding to ensure projects’ success.

David
Baggaley
-

associate partner
and head of tax
North East and
Yorkshire at EY

Peter
Rolton
-

UK chief executive
at Britishvolt
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Beattie
-
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-
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-

co-head of North
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-

Michael
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-

Peter
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-
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chief executive at
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office managing
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John
Duns (chair)
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Alex
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-

Dr Sara
Walker
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Ireland
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University
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Nightingale
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manager at
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-

chief executive at
Advanced Electric
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73

The Round Table #3

4Our region has long been a hub for green energy
development.
Home to production of the world’s first mass-market
all-electric vehicle – the Nissan Leaf – it also includes
the Offshore Renewable Energy Catapult – the UK’s
leading innovation centre for offshore renewable energy
in Blyth, Northumberland – and the Port of Tyne, which,
after a long history of hauling coal, has diversified into a
prominent renewables and bioenergy site.
But the North East’s low carbon credentials increased
yet further over the summer, thanks to a raft of
announcements. A £1 billion commitment from Nissan,
which will see the car maker produce a new zeroemission vehicle in the region and build a Wearside
vehicle battery making plant alongside long-term
partner Envision AESC, was complemented by planning
approval for Britishvolt’s 3000-job Northumberland
‘gigaplant’, which bosses say could make as many as
300,000 vehicle batteries every year.
Elsewhere, the North East was chosen to catalyse the
sustainable ambitions of Turntide Technologies’ new
transport division.
Headed by former Sevcon boss Matt Boyle, the
endeavour bought Cramlington-based electrified
powertrain component and systems maker AVID
Technology, Sunderland’s Hyperdrive Innovation and the
engineering technical centre of BorgWarner Gateshead.
In the Tees Valley, buoyed by the area’s new freeport
status, plans were approved for GE Renewable Energy’s
2250-job wind turbine blade making factory.
The company says the plant will provide parts for the
North Sea Dogger Bank wind farm, with bosses behind
the latter development themselves pledging to deliver
about 200 jobs through an operations and maintenance
base at the Port of Tyne. For the North East, it all points
towards a positive future, and one that promises to put
the region at the forefront of not just national but global
low carbon development.
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FINANCE AND FUNDING
•H
 ow can businesses access funding to enable
growth?
•W
 hat is needed to drive economic growth in the clean
energy sector?
•H
 ow can the region support collaboration and
partnership working?
•H
 ow should the Government be supporting the clean
energy agenda?
• Are we attractive to investment overseas?
For a man who treaded newsroom floors prior to walking
the chambers and corridors of Westminster, Boris
Johnson is – perhaps unsurprisingly – never short of a
line or two.
So, when he announced the Government’s blueprint to
cut the UK’s carbon trail, he did so with no little flourish.
‘The Green Industrial Revolution’, boomed Downing
Street’s current incumbent, will “create and support up
to 250,000 British jobs” through “ambitious plans to level
up the country”.
The moves, effused the Prime Minister, will eradicate
the UK’s “contribution to climate change by 2050” and
deliver “a more prosperous, greener future”.
And, to help his vision become reality, Mr Johnson
revealed a raft of funding measures.
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They included setting aside more than £2 billion to
further support the electric vehicle sector, an industry
where Sunderland-based Nissan is building on its Leaf
hatchback successes with a new £1 billion battery
production plant, and where Britishvolt is leading a similar
venture in Northumberland.
A further £500 million has been earmarked to develop
use of hydrogen in homes, with an extra £200 million put
forward to create several carbon capture clusters.
Looking beyond those headline numbers and the Prime
Minister’s enthusiasm, though, the financial landscape –
struck hard by the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic – is
difficult.
And, according to many on the roundtable, a current
lack of banking support is inhibiting progress towards
meeting the Government’s goals.
Those voices included that of Peter Rolton, UK chief
executive at Britishvolt, which saw its plans for a £2.6
billion, 3000-direct job battery factory in Cambois, near
Blyth, approved over the summer.
“They’ll lend you the money after you don’t need it – that
is the most common thing in UK banking,” he said.
“It is entirely risk averse.
“The whole thing is the wrong way around; that’s why
you end up going to other markets for funding.
“From our point of view, we have legislation behind us,
public perception behind us, there is an absolute market
coming, so if you can’t back that as a project, what is the
UK banking industry going to back?”
Dr James Widmer, chief executive at Washingtonbased electric motor and powertrain system designer
and manufacturer Advanced Electric Machines Group,
concurred.
He said: “We have been supported primarily by
the fantastic innovation infrastructure in the UK – the
Government grants and Innovate UK-backed loans – but
there is definitely an issue with the way banks lend in
parallel with that.
“It’s a shame we can’t move the risk judgement a little bit
in the banking sector to be quicker.”
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Dr Bill Scott, boss at offshore energy, subsea and
marine sector operator Wilton Universal Group, which
sits on the banks of the River Tees at Port Clarence, was
another to raise concerns, saying banks’ reluctance to lend
is nullifying the impact of the Government’s UK Export
Finance (UKEF) scheme.
He said: “The Coronavirus Business Interruption Loan
Scheme was a lifeline during the pandemic, but the feeling
for many is that until they give that money back, the banks
are not giving money out, so business growth is being
hindered.
“UKEF on paper is the best thing since sliced bread, but
finding a bank is almost impossible.
“We’re out of Europe now and exporting is only going to
continue to be really important, and when you’re trying to
do that, the finance, the bonding and everything else you
need is phenomenal.
“UKEF, no problem – but you’ve got to find a bank that
will work with UKEF and back you.”
However, other members of the discussion found
positives.
Dr Sara Walker, director of The Centre for Energy at
Newcastle University, said: “The North of Tyne Combined
Authority is setting up a Green New Deal Fund that will
offer loans and grants for investment in local technologies
and renewable technologies.
“And it’s not just money aimed at local authority
projects; it is to invest in industry and the commercial
sector too.”
And Tom Nightingale, North East stakeholder
manager at Equinor – which is building an operations
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and maintenance base at the Port of Tyne to oversee the
running of Dogger Bank, which officials say will be the
world’s largest offshore wind farm – pointed to the positive
relationship it has with Lloyds Banking Group.
He said: “Lloyds have invested in Dogger Bank, maybe
because offshore wind has shown it can work in the UK
now.
“We did the largest ever offshore wind financing for
Dogger Bank, which was £5.5 billion on the first two
phases.
“Another good thing in terms of funding in offshore wind
is that the Government has really helped to set up a great
scheme with the Offshore Wind Growth Partnership.”
Gary Chapman, co-head of North region at Lloyds
Banking Group, told delegates the sector is committed
to supporting operators, but also cautioned that work
remains to be done by the Government to help clarify the
environment.
He said: “There is a big appetite at Government level to
support infrastructure spend and the renewable impact,
and there is a huge desire from the bank to support it too.
“But for things like carbon capture, there isn’t a clear
revenue model, so the banks cannot structure lending
against it at the moment, and there is a role for the
Government to play around how that revenue model
works.

“Our strategy
has been to help
Britain prosper,
but we’ve
changed that to
helping Britain
recover from
the COVID-19
pandemic.
“And that
recovery – for
us – is a green
recovery; we are
very focused on
driving societal
change and
trying to be a
force for good
in areas such as
the North East.
“We have
provided more
than £7.3 billion
of green finance
since 2017.”
-

Gary
Chapman

“When you talk about finance more generally, in terms
of what is available, is does depend upon the size of the
business and the project it is trying to fund.
“If it’s a very clear, green-related financeable project,
we have the Clean Growth Finance Initiative, where we
have committed to discounting funding for green projects,
whether they are solar panels or a new building with
strong green credentials.”
Gary also pointed to the importance of businesses
having robust environmental, social and governance (ESG)
strategies in place, which he said are crucial to making
progress in the funding landscape.
He added: “The major trend we saw pre-COVID-19, and
which has now come back on the agenda, is sustainability
linked loans.
“This is where we, as a bank, work with clients to link
their financing to a clear ESG strategy.
“Having a clear ESG plan is very important because
the bank can link it to your financing as part of hitting
knowledge performance indicators – which could
be around things like carbon reduction or accessing
renewable energy, running apprenticeship programmes or
having a clear recycling strategy.”
Entering the discussion, Peter Snaith, partner at
transatlantic law firm Womble Bond Dickinson, which has
offices in Newcastle and at Wilton, on Teesside, urged
more clarity around ESGs, though, stressing the potential
impact of changes should be investigated to avoid
potential unwanted adverse consequences.
He said: “We can measure the ESG value of something,
take measures to reduce the use of plastics, for example,
but we need to look longer-term because, thinking locally,
down on Teesside we have the epicentre of plastics
recycling.
“If supply chains move away from plastics, then that
risks cutting off the lifeblood of a scheme affected.
“We need to look down the line a few years, rather than
making a knee-jerk reaction, to find a holistic solution.”
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INWARD INVESTMENT AND INNOVATION
•W
 hy should businesses invest in the North East?
•H
 ow do we attract businesses to maximise our
regional capability?
•H
 ow is the North East positioned to conduct research
around innovation locally?
•W
 hat do we need to do to get ahead/stay ahead of
the competition?

“If you boil
this right
down, you’ve
got climate
change, which
is essentially
nature going
out of control.
The solution
is renewable
energy.
“The only thing
that makes it
work is energy
storage,
because nature
is in the driving
seat now.”

Peter Rolton
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When local authority planners recently approved GE
Renewable Energy’s proposals for a 2250-job Teesside
wind turbine blade making factory, it came as very little
surprise.
After all, the forecast economic and employment
boost – officials say the endeavour will create 750 direct
posts and support a further 1500 supply chain roles –
speaks for itself.
Arguably, though, the story is really told once you strip
away those projected figures.
GE Renewable Energy’s arrival represents the reward
for the setting of a scene, and, in the case of Teesside,
literally putting in the groundwork for companies to see
the area as a viable base.
The business’ plant – which is expected to open in
2023 and supply blades to turbines headed for Dogger
Bank – will sit on the Teesworks site, the sprawling
enterprise hub in the early throes of creation on former
steelworks land.
Bosses said they were considering other locations for
their factory, but revealed they were ultimately swayed

by the potential of Teesworks, and the many operational
benefits afforded by Teesside’s status as a Governmentbacked freeport.
For Richard Cockburn, GE Renewable Energy’s arrival
very much fits a template to abide by going forward.
“Wherever you look around the globe, people are
looking for sites where there is infrastructure, where
there is a skilled resource base and where there is money
available,” he said.
“We’ve already seen in Teesside, following its freeport
announcement, how GE came in straightaway.
“It is about creating the playing field operators will
come to,” added Richard, who is a partner and head of
Womble Bond Dickinson’s energy and natural resources
group.
Highlighting how the new Biden administration has
recognised applying America’s Jones Act – which insists
on US-registered and manufactured vessels transporting
US goods from one port in the country to another
– to the renewables sector can deliver fresh inward
investment, Richard also pointed to the Netherlands and
its Climate Agreement.
“That is the result of discussions among hundreds of
organisations, central government, local government,
private companies and sectoral organisations,” he
added, “where they said, ‘we’ve got to get to net-zero
by 2050, why don’t we get together and get the right
projects in the right places with the right people and the
right companies?’.
“So, what you see now, for example, are a number
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of green and blue hydrogen projects happening off the
shore of Rotterdam, where they are co-ordinating funds,
supply chains and inward investment to say, ‘look, to get
this project off the ground, we need a firm with a certain
expertise’.
“There is an element of central planning but ultimately
it’s that theme of creating an environment where
external outfits want to invest internally because they
can see there is funding, can see there is a plan and can
see that their investment will be efficient.”
Extending Richard’s argument, Dr Walker – whose
Centre for Energy role is focused on delivering advances
across areas such as materials science and economics
and policy studies to increase provision of clean,
affordable power – said: “We’ve got a huge amount to
offer as a region.
“As a location, it is ideal in terms of the mix of energy
solutions that can be investigated.
“We can conduct studies on rural, sub-urban and
urban areas, as well as onshore and offshore renewables,
and study transport, whether its rail, road or marine.
“We have the agricultural sector, and how that can
offer support and solutions to climate change – which
not every region has – and we’re also on the border with
Scotland, which means we can work with colleagues on
the Borderlands Energy master planning project.
She added: “One thing we can particularly offer is
coal – not from the perspective of digging it out of the
ground, but from disused mines that are now flooded
and have warm water under the surface.”
Another facet integral to securing inward investment,
said Michael Scoular, Newcastle office managing partner
for assurance, tax, transaction and advisory service firm
EY, is the ease of access to highly skilled personnel.
He said: “We came here ten years ago because we
believed there was something in the North East. There is
plenty of human capital here.
“People might talk about Glasgow, Bristol or London,
for example, but we think of the North East as a bit of a
hidden gem.”
James concurred, adding: “Of all the places I could
have built a business around electrification of vehicles
and manufacturing, I chose the North East because it is a
fantastic location.
“There is something about the attitude of people here
– there is an excitement about making things and an
excitement about technology too.”
The point was continued by Peter Rolton, who, while
spotlighting the region’s competitively-priced land
market, said: “We’ve got fantastic academic institutions
here.
“And from that, there is great potential around
creating an ecosystem around future technology and the
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road to zero carbon, and leveraging that to get to this
next industrial revolution.
“The North East has things that the South East frankly
hasn’t got, and my message for this region is, ‘play to
your strengths’.”
However, delegates were agreed that to continue
succeeding as a magnet for investment, the area must
put aside any inter-regional differences and present a
united front.
Peter Snaith said: “There is a lot going on in this region
– but we need to think of it as one region, rather than
two; we need to pull together.
“From the north of the Tyne to the south of the Tees,
it is all one region, and getting the future leaders from
different businesses talking to each other and sharing
that brain power will be crucial.”
Victoria Beattie, head of estates at the Port of Tyne,
added: “We think we’re a hidden gem, but we need to
shout about it, and anything businesses can do to make
that noise, the better.
“We are very well served in this region, and we must
celebrate what we have.
“We’ve got a great start, but there is more investment
needed and we need to be more outward looking as a
combined region.
“Above all, we need to speak with one voice.”

“Energy is a
real strength of
the university.
We market
ourselves as
having four
strengths:
healthy living,
culture, data
and One Planet.
“One Planet
is our climate
change and
energy work.
Our energy
work goes right
from individual
atoms and
understanding
the behaviour of
materials all the
way through to
whole systems
and how
everything fits
together.”

Dr Sara
Walker

SUPPLY CHAIN
•W
 hat is needed from the supply chain and how do we
ensure it is based in the region?
• How do we make it viable?
• How can a small business benefit from opportunities?
Posing for press shots in late August outside car trim
maker Magna’s factory, dignitaries from the firm, Nissan
and the city’s council smiled on cue.
They had reason to be happy.
There to officially mark the plant’s opening, which
bosses say will employ nearly 300 staff at full capacity
– and potentially more as the business explores
electrification work – the ceremony represented another
tick in the box for the region’s supply chain environment.
However, while Magna and Nissan’s relationship
is strong and speaks of a settled, established trading
marketplace, during the roundtable discussion,
delegates pointed to potential issues in a green energy
future around modifying existing, or creating new,
supply chains.
James said: “We’ve got a good automotive supply
chain here, but I think where we will potentially struggle
is getting that supply chain to adapt to what is coming
downstream.
“We are very much about sustainability, but we can’t

“There are
a group of
businesses
established in
the North East
that have the
potential to
really push the
future of electric
transport.

Collaboration
afford to fund suppliers to tool up to get to the volumes
we need in the future, and they can’t access the finance
anywhere else to do that.
“It is a story of massive potential, of many of the right
people in the right places with the right desires, but there
are currently limiting factors.”
Wesley Tivnen, newly appointed decarbonisation lead at
Newcastle-based Siemens Energy UK and Ireland, added:
“We’ve got a good record of using local companies.
“But certainly, as new industries develop, a supply chain
might not exist at all.
“At our Newcastle factory, we’re working with a small
company to assemble hydrogen power units to, for
example, provide carbon-free alternatives to large diesel
generators on construction sites or TV broadcasting,
and there is a role for large organisations like ours, which
have the scale and financial strength to support the
development of small companies like this one.
“However, when you look at larger green hydrogen
projects, which would use an electrolyser, no supply chain
currently really exists to support either the manufacturing
or assembly works, nor the development of these green
hydrogen projects. That’s why we believe small projects
need to be supported so the supply chain can grow and
skills and jobs can be created.”
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Wesley’s latter point was picked up by Gary, who
said bigger firms can assist smaller operators fiscally to
strengthen their ability to flex with market demands.
He added: “When we talk about finance, some of the
larger businesses in this region can help support from a
financing point of view in terms of supply chain finance by
using their credit rating and providing a line of credit that
enables the supply chain to access funds earlier.
“It’s another way of reframing the fact that sometimes
small businesses do have challenges in accessing finance.”
INFRASTRUCTURE
•D
 oes the North East have the infrastructure to harness
clean energy potential?
•H
 ow will our rail, air and road networks support the
transition?
•H
 ow do we drive better collaboration and co-operation
between the north and south of the region?
“My wish would have been for all of our ports in this region
to have been given freeport status, because that would
have been a real gamechanger,” said Bill.
“But, on Teesside, we’ve got 4500 acres of construction
work going on at Teesworks, which is good, and Teesside
International Airport is in a much better way now than
what it was before (Tees Valley Mayor) Ben Houchen
had it.
“It was really key from my perspective that we kept the
airport in Teesside – unless you have an airport, are you
really serious?
“When you’ve got people coming in from around the
world, they need to fly in.
“From a hydrogen point of view, there’s a lot of talk
about using hydrogen trains, and the roads are getting a
lot of work too.”
The infrastructure to which Bill refers might be
progressing, but, said Peter Rolton, the handbrake will
remain firmly applied to any significant growth in green
travel unless access to vehicle charging points is greatly
increased.
He said: “One of the elephants in the room in terms of
the transition to electric and low-carbon vehicles is where
you can plug them in.

“What we
have to do
collectively is
drive skills
to keep jobs
here.”

Dr James
Widmer
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SKILLS
• How can employers prepare for skills shortages?
• What training and technical specialisation is needed?
• How can the North East work with the academic
sector effectively?
• How will digital optimisation impact the workforce of
the future?

“Battery and automotive manufacturing will get there,
but will there be the infrastructure to plug it into?
That is the bigger question.
“Furthermore, the mindset of people is that it takes me
two or three minutes to fill up my tank with petrol. You’re
never going to get there with electric cable.
“But more than that, the thing you can’t change is the
law of physics. Chargers are going to get bigger and
bigger, and we’ve really got to get our heads around,
infrastructure-wise, how we are going to support electric
transportation.
“It’s absolutely vital, otherwise we’re going to trip over
– you’re going to have the products, the technology and
the research and development, but you’re not going to
have the fundamentals needed to support it.”
David Baggaley, associate partner and head of tax
North East and Yorkshire at EY, agreed on the point of
investment in infrastructure.
He said: “We’ve got a number of decarbonisation
projects with bus and delivery companies, which are
investing to upgrade their fleets to electric vehicles.
“The gap is almost chicken and egg, though, because
they have the vehicles ready to go but how do they
charge them, especially delivery drivers, when they have
30 to 40 drop-offs every day?”
Alex Fogal, associate partner and head of private at EY,
echoed David’s point.
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She said: “We’re working with a lot of clients on
infrastructure, and it feels like they are at similar stages
around needing investment capacity.
“They have the contracts, they’re now being signed,
but it’s a case of funding that supports the delivery of
that infrastructure.
“It feels like it’s happening but maybe not as quickly
as it needs to.”
And James said the region’s drive to succeed in the
Government’s planned energy revolution could very well
hit the buffers unless significant spending is forthcoming
across the area’s rail network, which he says is needed to
improve connectivity both locally and nationally.
He said: “I’m looking to establish a new plant here and
want to employ people, but I don’t want them all having
to drive.
“We need to do something about our rail transport
infrastructure.
“I can see a Tyne and Wear Metro extension working –
I don’t blame the local government, but there needs to be
decisions made to put such infrastructure in place sooner
rather than later.
“Furthermore, you can get to London on the East Coast
Main Line, which is brilliant, but the only way to get to
the other side of the country, or even get to Birmingham,
frankly, is by car.
“HS2 is the first bit of proper new rail we’re getting in
this country.
“I lived in Germany for a while and saw them build their
equivalent almost across my back garden.
“It was fine, it was modern, it wasn’t noisy and once it
was built, it was built.
“We need more of that thinking and we need to be
lobbying as the North East to get better transport links.”

From apprenticeships and traineeships to Tony Blair’s
‘education, education, education’ mantra of the late
1990s and the subsequent Westminster refocus back to
vocational learning in recent years, the skills landscape
has gone through a good number of reforms.
But for the ‘Green Industrial Revolution’ to deliver the
outcomes ministers – and indeed business and society
– hope to achieve, the learning environment needs to
take on some greater stability, particularly after the
COVID-19 pandemic.
Investment to help students whose progress was
hampered by the health crisis, said Gary, should be one
of the Government’s first priorities.
“If you look at the impact of coronavirus, and what it
has done for the learning of school-age children, they
are saying the deficit is around three to six months,” he
said.
“The Department for Education asked for £15 billion
to help children catch up, that got scaled back to £1
billion, which is about £300 per school-age pupil,
whereas America is spending about £2000 per student
on catch-up support and Holland is doing the same.
“Levelling-up and regional regeneration is very
much about education, and it almost feels like the
Government needs to support that agenda with money
and funding because the impact of coronavirus on
learning will be highest in the most deprived areas, like
the North East.”
With the pandemic in mind, and the dramatic shift in
remote working, David asked how the region can retain
talent in such a malleable employment environment.
In response, Peter Snaith said: “The workforce of
today doesn’t see jobs for life.
“A lot of them will want to go to London for a few
years, so the onus is on us, and this region, that when
they leave, they come back here, rather than go
anywhere else.”
Extending the debate further, the roundtable heard
that beyond the pandemic, it is clear the stepping
stones to the low-carbon jobs of tomorrow must be put
in place today, with children attracted to new industries
and opportunities from a young age, before being
nurtured through a blend of vocational and universitybased learning to further hone specialist knowledge
ahead of entering the workplace.
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James said: “The challenge for the region, for the
country and the world really, is to work out how we
are going to get the people through the schools and
universities wanting to do the jobs we’re going to be
offering, and having them come through the process
ready for employment.
“We need to find some very innovative ways of
making sure children, who are just starting school now,
get the skills ready to start in these jobs, rather than
being in a position where they have to be retrained later.
“All the basics are there; we’ve got some fantastic
universities and really good schools, but it’s about taking
the next step and trying to link supply to demand.”
Bill concurred, highlighting the work of one of
the North East’s university technical colleges, which
provides youngsters with practical experience and
qualifications in a business environment.
He said: “I was completely blown away; the students
were phenomenal, producing projects on CAD and
problem-solving too.
“They are being trained to be oven-ready for industry,
and that is fantastic.”
Victoria too extolled the virtues of practical learning,
but also called for a new commitment to ensure parents
and careers staff are providing students with a suitable
window into the new green world.
She said: “When I was at school, I did the
experiments myself, but my children watched their
teachers do them.
“There’s definitely something to be done around
making it exciting, but also for parents and careers
advisors too – parents want their children to be
accountants and lawyers, and doctors and dentists,
but with our industrial heritage we are perfectly placed
to open youngsters’ eyes to science, technology,
engineering and maths (STEM) subjects and the green
agenda.”
Tom agreed, saying the laying of foundations now will
enable the North East to become not just integral to the
UK’s ‘Green Industrial Revolution’, but a world-leader
too.
He added: “We’re working with lots of schoolchildren
in primary and secondary schools – we’ve got a big
community fund that we’re investing from Dogger Bank.
“It’s promoting STEM subjects and I think that is
something we need to think about in the region –
getting children to a certain level and standard across
STEM, and then promoting the various opportunities,
which could be in electric vehicles, offshore wind or
hydrogen projects down on Teesside.
“This region will definitely lead the energy transition
for the UK, and the world to start with, and we really
need to promote that and take advantage of it.”

“Retaining
graduates is
going to be
really important.
“We should
be using the
opportunities
we have
now with
the Teesside
freeport and
the Government
departments
coming to
Darlington.
“The fact the
Government
has brought the
Treasury and
the Department
for International
Trade to
Darlington is a
great pull and
gives the whole
supply chain
something to
work at.”

Dr Bill Scott

“As part of the
whole funding
package, being
able to get cash
back from the
Government
to be then
ploughed
into future
projects is really
important.”

David
Baggaley
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Laying the building
blocks for a greener future
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4“It’s almost like there’s a bit of homing
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With the majority of her career spent in construction, Victoria Beattie knows
a good deal about the importance of building for the future. It’s exactly the
reason why she shelved retirement plans last year to join the Port of Tyne as its
head of estates. Overseeing the trade hub’s diverse land and property portfolio,
she is also playing a crucial role in its flagship Tyne Clean Energy Park. That
development is a crucial component in the Tyne 2050 strategy, which aims to
position the port at the forefront of environmental change. Here, Steven Hugill
speaks to Victoria, and hears too from port chief executive Matt Beeton, on
what Tyne 2050 means and how it is already delivering a positive impact.

pigeon in me,” laughs Victoria Beattie.
The daughter of a Shetland-born
merchant seaman – who ran away for a
life on the waves at just 14, joining his
first ship from the Port of Tyne – it was
perhaps always inevitable she would find
herself in the maritime sector.
For a good while, though, it appeared
she would break the seafaring chain, with
Victoria instead embarking upon a long
and successful career in the construction
industry.
She reached her destination in the end,
though, and her timing couldn’t have
been better.
Joining the Port of Tyne as its head of
estates early last year, Victoria arrived
just a month after the base had launched
its Tyne 2050 strategy.
An all-encompassing blueprint rooted
in securing the trading conduit’s longterm future, Tyne 2050 sets out several
goals to make the port a pioneering force
in environmental change.
Pledging to achieve net-zero
greenhouse gas emissions by 2030, the
vision – which supports the Government’s
25-Year Environment Plan and Clean
Growth Strategy – includes the flagship
200-acre Tyne Clean Energy Park, which
straddles the river across four sites.
Already home to what will soon
become a 200-job operations and
maintenance base for lead Dogger Bank
wind farm operator Equinor, the park
will provide a focal point for offshore
renewable energy companies, marine
engineering firms and their supply chain.
Tyne 2050 also sets out ambitions to
make the site a clean energy technology
and green innovation testbed by 2025,
and an all-electric operation by 2040.

@Port_of_Tyne

Furthermore, officials aim to double
diversity by 2030, launch the UK’s first
net-zero warehouse in the coming
months, and create an environment
where the port leads nationally on new
technology and operational practices.
The latter will be delivered using
the Maritime 2050 Innovation Hub –
described as the first of its kind in the UK
– which is working with the Department
for Transport and industry body MarRIUK to catalyse cross-industry and sector
collaboration and inspire fresh thinking.
And for Victoria, whose home town
South Shields lies downriver from the
port’s sprawling base, the opportunity to
be part of such transformational change
was too good to turn down.
“Construction is my background, and
I was latterly director of construction at
Gateshead Council before I retired,” she
says.
“But I reversed my decision and came
to the port because of the difference I
can see it is making with well-paid, highly
skilled jobs.
“I’ve only ever worked on a project in
my home town once, which was a job
about 20 years ago at the marine college
to build the simulation engine room and
bridge of a ship, so it’s really exciting to
be part of what is happening.
“My dad was born in 1913 and, like a lot
of people did, came to the Tyne for work
because it was a huge port,” continues
Victoria.
“He worked all over the world, and then
on the coal ships that went around the UK
and over to Rotterdam and Amsterdam,
so there’s something in my blood and it’s
nice to be playing part in the port’s – and
our region’s – industrial future.”
And, according to latest figures, Tyne
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2050 is already delivering substantial,
positive change.
They show the port – which this
summer smashed a wood pellet delivery
record when it handled 62,522.49 metric
tonnes of sustainable biomass fuel for
long-term client Drax Power Station – will
have cut carbon emissions by 27 per cent
by the end of this year.
Furthermore, bosses say they have
invested more than £2 million in
operational upgrades, which include
LED lighting that has saved more than
2.5 million kilowatts of energy, while
modifications to power biomass hoppers
with electricity, rather than fossil fuel,
have reduced diesel consumption by
260,000 litres.
“The 2050 strategy is important from
so many different aspects,” says Victoria.
“It is imperative we tell everybody in
the region what we are doing, particularly
those that use us as a resource, but also

those that see the port – the ships, cranes
and conveyors going about their work –
from the outside.
“Our history was built on coal,
but we’ve gone through a number
of iterations to become much more
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sustainable and made significant
investments – and still are – to reach our
goals.
“We’ve put targets on our strategies
too, because everything around green
energy and becoming net-zero is
changing so quickly.
“That is why we will continue
refreshing Tyne 2050 every year to ensure
it stays relevant – we must maintain the
pace to support the country’s energy
targets and our own ambitions,” adds
Victoria.
“Tyne 2050 is intentionally ambitious
and innovative,” continues the port’s chief
executive Matt Beeton.
“It’s really important for us and
the wider maritime industry because
our sector isn’t typically known for
being innovative when it comes to
sustainability.
“However, it’s imperative we start
thinking progressively and we’ve set
some very high standards, which we hope
will inspire the rest of the industry too.”
Championing the immediate impact of
the Maritime 2050 Innovation Hub, and
its potential in aiding the port’s journey
towards delivering ground-breaking
clean energy advances, Matt says other
measures are also delivering tangible
results.
He says: “We intend to become a
testbed for clean energy technology and
green innovation, and we launched the
Maritime 2050 Innovation Hub to get
us there, with best-in-class innovator Dr
Joanna North, to drive this forward.
“It provides a centre of excellence for
sustainable business innovation and a
collaborative forum where we can learn
from experts and share best practice.
“We held almost fortnightly virtual
events during the pandemic through the
innovation hub.
“They were attended by thousands
of business professionals from across
industry, and our new autumn programme
has just started,” adds Matt, who reveals
the port – which complements its bulk
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haul terminal with a container terminal
and an international passenger terminal
that serves roll-on, roll-off ferries and
cruise liners – has removed more than
700 tonnes of CO2 from operations over
the past year.
His latter point on emissions is
demonstrated through several existing
contracts.
Earlier this year, officials signed a
fresh, long-term international agreement
with Eaglescliffe-based tea maker Tetley,
which will see the trade hub continue to
annually move thousands of tonnes of
raw tea and finished goods via its coastal
feeder shipping service, rather than
wagons.
Dramatically reducing road miles and
associated CO2 output, the practice is
mirrored by work with Newcastle family
tea and coffee firm Ringtons, which
earlier this year reappointed the port to
continue overseeing feeder deliveries
from Felixstowe to the North East, and
with Tea Times Trading, for whom the
port is also moving goods up the coast
from their initial Suffolk landing point.
Furthermore, a commitment to
supporting increased biomass use,
launched more than a decade ago,
continues to reach new highs, as
evidenced by the port’s recent record
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Drax delivery.
Matt says: “We very much believe in
action rather than words on sustainability.
“The fact we received two awards last
year from Maritime UK for ‘clean energy
operator’ and ‘clean energy enabler’
shows what we have achieved so far.
“It’s vital that an environmentally
sustainable business is also a good
business commercially, and we’re
demonstrating we can achieve that
balance.
“As part of our ‘clean energy enabler’
strategy, we’re working hard to help the
companies we provide with logistics and
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warehousing services to identify more
sustainable solutions.
“And one of the fastest growing options
is our coastal shipping service.
“Tetley, Ringtons, Tea Times Trading
and Barbour are some of the customers
who now ship their goods closer to the
point of consumption.
“Tetley alone has cut almost one million
kilogrammes of CO2 from its supply chain
by working with us.
“Coastal shipping is faster, cheaper
and more efficient, especially given the
current driver shortages.
“And you can expect to see more

businesses of all sizes choosing to ship
into their local ports – not just here on
the Tyne, but all over the UK – and we’re
proud to be leading this transition.”
The pioneering ethos to which Matt
refers is further reflected by Tyne
Clean Energy Park, which will soon
become home to a 200-job Dogger Bank
operations and maintenance hub.
Set to be used by Equinor to service the
offshore wind farm – which bosses say is
the largest of its type in the world and will
have capacity to power six million British
homes – Matt says its impending arrival is
further indication of the port’s reputation

for sustainability.
He says: “The base represents a
fantastic achievement; Dogger Bank will
benefit the whole of the North East and
create thousands of new and better jobs.
“The fact that Equinor – and joint
venture partner SSE – have chosen to
make the port their home and invest in
new multi-million-pound headquarters,
which will be net-zero, is testament to our
unique vision.
“They wouldn’t be investing that
sum of money if we didn’t meet their
expectations as a sustainable, long-term
business partner.”
Equally important in the firm’s decision,
says Victoria, was the ease of access
Equinor had to development-ready land
and high-quality infrastructure, thanks to
Tyne Clean Energy Park.
Officially the first tenant of the
endeavour and set to occupy land where
McNulty’s South Shields’ marine yard
once stood, Victoria says Equinor’s arrival

was also catalysed by the region’s skilled
workforce and the affable nature of its
people.
She says: “I think Equinor got a feeling
about the North East – it’s an intangible
thing, like when you’re buying a house
and you walk through the door and know
it is the one you want.
“It just felt right for them.
“Collaboration is key in business, as is
learning from each other, and the way we
are wired up as a region is a precursor to
that.”
Matt adds: “Tyne Clean Energy Park
is a blank canvas for incoming tenants,
and we’re providing a unique ‘co-location’
opportunity.
“By choosing the park, renewables
businesses joining Equinor and SSE
can co-locate every aspect of their
supply chains – from manufacturing and
assembly to installation and maintenance.
“All businesses need to evolve to remain
relevant and commercially successful.
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“Tyne 2050 is ensuring we are doing
that, and our early wins illustrate it’s the
right thing to be doing at exactly the right
time.
“We expect Tyne Clean Energy Park to
be a huge success story.
“Once fully occupied, we anticipate it
will play an important role in supporting
the Government’s goal to power every UK
home with offshore wind electricity and in
enabling the levelling-up agenda.
“Furthermore, Tyneside is already
renowned for its local pool of offshore
energy industry professionals who have
traditionally worked in the oil and gas
sector.
“These people have highly transferable
skills for the renewables sector, which not
only protects our local economy, but the
new development will create thousands of
additional, better jobs across the region.”
Matt’s point is taken up by Victoria,
who says she hopes Equinor’s arrival
will be a catalyst in attracting a new
generation of workers to green energy
roles.
However, she says the education sector
has an important part to play, as do
parents and careers advisors.
“The energy sector will be like
construction; you will enter at one point
and then the number of different jobs in
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the sector will be huge,” says Victoria,
who sits on the North East committee
of the National Association of Women
in Construction and the advisory board
of Constructing Excellence in the North
East.
She adds: “But we need to make sure
there is a talent pathway.
“Equinor are giving grants out to 50
students this year who are looking to
do science, technology, engineering
and maths (STEM) subjects in further
education.
“That’s before they’ve even got a
spade in the ground and is the sort of
commitment that will have a huge impact
on skills.
“But parents need to be brought on
board, as do careers advisors.
“Hopefully, the parents of those at
school today will inspire their daughters,
as well as their sons, to go into green
energy.
“Yes, it might be an industry they’re not
quite sure about – and it might not fit the
typical doctor, dentist or lawyer routes
to employment some parents might
encourage – because it’s different to coal
or oil and gas.
“But ultimately, it is engineering, and
uses the same skills we already have in
abundance in this region.”
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The Last Word

THE
LAST WORD

Di
Keller

Closing this month’s issue of North East Times, Di Keller, the Institute of Directors’ new ambassador for
diversity and inclusion, explains her role and why businesses and organisations embracing the need to change
represents an exciting opportunity for the region.
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4Tell us a little about your new post. What does it entail and
what are your aims and objectives?
Institute of Directors (IoD) ambassadors are key people within
their regions, focusing on a key area of expertise.
It is a two-way conversation connecting with members to give a
local voice and presence to the Institute, to ensure national policy
is reflective of local issues and vice versa.
My focus is diversity and inclusion, and my aim is to bring my
expertise into the group, engaging new and existing members to
join and engage in this conversation.
Ultimately, I want to ensure we keep this conversation firmly on
the table to support the growth of the North East.
Businesses are at different points in their journey. I want to
create a safe space for members to discuss topics that can feel
uncomfortable, enable members to share best practice and
support each other, and to develop learning on key topics when
big issues hit the headlines.

4You have worked across the private, public and third sectors
to improve diversity, inclusion and wellbeing for several years,
and were last year appointed strategic equality, diversity and
inclusion lead at Karbon Homes. To what extent will your
experiences inform your IoD role?
One of the key benefits of diversity is the innovation it can bring to
thinking and decision-making.
Working across the different sectors has given me insight into
the different challenges they may have, but also the opportunities
and progress they have made.
The IoD has a broad membership, so being able to bring this
insight into those conversations will enable businesses to become
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more comfortable with the topic and look at ideas for their own
organisation.
Businesses can sometimes fear the topic for worry of getting
it wrong, so can choose to either do nothing or have initiativebased approaches. These often aren’t sustained or embedded,
and if we want the North East to build back better and tackle the
inequalities that we face, we must keep talking.
I want to have these conversations at all levels.

4As a business community, we have seen strides made in recent
years to improve awareness – and support meaningful change
– around diversity and inclusion. How far do you think we have
come and, equally, how far do we still have to go?
I think good progress has been made in pockets, and the
conversation has definitely grown.
To build on this, we need to ensure we are speaking and
listening to those groups who are under-represented and
therefore most impacted, but also encourage businesses who
aren’t engaged to get involved.
In terms of how far we have to go, it will always be a continuum
of re-learning as society changes.
We have seen an increased focus on racial inequalities following
the death of George Floyd, and the social and health inequalities
highlighted through the pandemic, which have disproportionately
impacted the North East.
Ultimately, diversity and inclusion are about people and, as
people and society change, businesses will need to change and
evolve.
Embracing this will bring talent, customers and increased
profits to local businesses.
It’s an exciting opportunity for the North East.
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