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When change has been the only constant for so long, it
makes sense that the business community has become
increasingly adept in adapting, pivoting and evolving.
And with so much change the region has reacted with
innovation and drive, always looking to stay one step
ahead. As Steven references in his editor’s word, we are
already at the one-year landmark of an all-new North
East Times, following our relaunch of the magazine last
November with a new direction. So, 12 months and 12
issues on, what have we learnt?

4Reflecting on a year of change
The North East Times brand has now
been in circulation for more than four
decades, and when faced with very
different times, we once again had the
opportunity to challenge the norm of
regional print.
We have openly shared the
understanding that we as a business, and a
40-year strong brand, need to evolve.
I have had many conversations over
the past year with partners, advertisers
and readers, and it’s illuminating to hear
differing perspectives, which play an
integral role in informing our new direction.
For the team, it was always about
recognising and celebrating a legacy brand,
but also delivering a magazine which is
more attuned to the regional, national and
international business landscape, with indepth reporting and analysis, and creative
storytelling.
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Although it is most definitely an
evolution, I feel we have already achieved
this, and have represented incredible stories
of tenacity, entrepreneurship and ingenuity,
from every corner of the North East.
We conducted market research earlier
this year, and the sense we garnered is that,
above all, print stands for trust, integrity and
credibility.
One key learning from the research is
the importance of staying connected to the
incredibly supportive community who have
been on this journey with us.
And this made me consider the power of
community; why is this just so important?
Gaining a broader perspective
A community-focused approach is
about building a network of like-minded
individuals, and by harnessing their power,
understanding how to better communicate
with your audience.
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The Hawthorne Effect denotes the
reactivity in which participants change their
behaviour in response to their awareness
of being observed, something far less
observed when your community is engaging
in a more organic environment.
The advance of technology has created
new opportunities in every industry, and
digital platforms are helping brands to
connect with audiences in a way that
wasn’t available in more traditional ways of
gathering insight.
All businesses of all sizes can leverage
this for their market research, by observing
those who interact with them.
What are they saying about your product
or service? What are the demographics of
those who engage with the content? And
are they gaining value from it?
Building your community
After so many months of isolation, from

family, friends and colleagues, we know
there is a need for a sense of community
more than ever.
And this is much more than gathering
people in one place.
Whether it be for your business or you
as an individual, it’s so important to have a
supportive community around you.
An impactful community adds value,
encourages conversation, fosters an
opportunity to make strategic connections,
nurtures relationship building, and acts as a
facilitator of knowledge sharing.
Here in the North East, we have so many
welcoming networks, with opportunities to
learn and connect with others – the North
East England Chamber of Commerce,
Entrepreneurs’ Forum and CBI North, to
name a few.
Although it is sometimes nerve-wracking
to reach out first, in my experience you will
usually find that someone is always happy

to have a chat.
And it might just be that one conversation
can be the catalyst for something big!
Our next steps
We are now taking steps to build our
strategy around a community-focused
approach, by considering ways to create
learning for the businesses that engage with
North East Times.
There has been unwavering demand
for ways to connect through familiar and
new faces, and we’re so pleased to be
recommencing our networking events this
month.
It will be a real joy to gather the North
East business community under one roof
once again!
I hope to see you soon.
Chloe Holmes
Partnership and marketing manager
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Editor’s word

Editor’s word
As another year heads towards its conclusion, Steven Hugill looks back on
12 months of change for this publication, as well as investments that provide
significant potential for the region’s future…

4It’s happened. Again.
You’d think, by now, that I’d be used
to it. But no.
I’m talking, of course, about
Christmas. Specifically, the sight of
increasing numbers of festive displays
across the retail sector weeks in
advance of the big day.
And it always invokes the same
sudden pang of worry (well, two if
you include the flash of panic around
present buying) – where have the last 12
months gone!?
I experienced the same emotions
when working on this month’s issue,
for it officially marks one year since we
relaunched this publication, complete
with refreshed editorial focus and
design.
Back then, the moment was
captured perfectly by our cover star –
Greenology’s Laura Hepburn – whose
tearing of a plastic cover provided a
wonderfully symbolic representation of
the unveiling of a new chapter in North
East Times’ history.
As many of you will remember, under
our previous production model each
magazine carried a specific theme, from
the region’s digital and tech scene to its
skills and education provision, its built
environment sector and many more.
But, as I’m sure you have noticed over
the last year, our new approach has
removed some of that rigidity, allowing
us to be reactive – and proactive –
across several industries and topics in

any one issue.
It is perhaps fitting then, on the oneyear anniversary of our relaunch, that
this edition combines an element of the
old with the new, for each of our three
main editorial features focus on the
same theme.
Specifically, that topic is investment.
They are led by our reporting and
analysis of the seismic £300 million
takeover of Newcastle United, led
by Saudi Arabia’s Public Investment
Fund.
We speak to NE1’s Stephen Patterson,
who outlines the major economic
potential of the deal, for the city and
the wider region, and former player
Warren Barton, on what the end of Mike
Ashley’s regime means for the club on
and off the pitch.
It would be remiss at this juncture,
though, not to highlight the criticism
swirling around the takeover,
particularly the alleged human rights
offences levelled against the Saudi
Arabian regime.
The deal is a hugely significant
moment in the history of Newcastle
United, and as a magazine focused on
the region’s business community, we
will approach it from a commercial
perspective.
However, we are also fully aware of
the strength of feeling held by many
towards its ethical implications, which
we will continue to acknowledge as we
move forward too.

Elsewhere, the theme of investment
is covered by Legal & General’s Nigel
Wilson, who details the firm’s multimillion-pound support for developments
across Newcastle and Sunderland.
From the former’s flagship £350
million Helix science and technology
hub, to the latter’s rebirth of the
Vaux brewery site, Legal & General is
playing a crucial role in catalysing job
creation while laying a platform for
wider promotion of the North East as a
business focal point.
For Nigel, though, the significance
goes much further, as, having grown up
in Darlington and County Durham, he
still carries a candle for the region and,
ultimately, its success on national and
global levels.
Finally, we speak to Angela Davies
and Dionne Watson, of CSI Training
and Events Ltd, who are helping firms
with another kind of investment – the
wellbeing of staff.
In a world where employment
remains in a state of flux, the former
Northumbria Police crime scene
investigators are applying their
experience of real-life ‘whodunnits’
to deliver events that are helping
bring unity to workplaces at a time
when it has arguably never been more
important.
I hope you enjoy this issue.
Steven
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Words by Steven Hugill

Tucked away among Nigel Wilson’s most treasured
possessions is a picture that captures him, alongside his
uncles and father, in one of their many competitive games
of dominoes from yesteryear.

Words by Steven Hugill

As the Government presses on with its ‘Build Back Better’
campaign, Steven Hugill thinks the time has come for the
talk to stop and the palpable action to begin.

Words by Jennifer Hartley

Our region’s creative and digital sector is critical to our
economic recovery and growth, with Newcastle attracting
a lot of attention in recent months. Here, Jennifer Hartley,
director of Invest Newcastle at NewcastleGateshead
Initiative, explains why.
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A strong education is the backbone of any strong career, as
David Alexander can attest. As a teacher’s son, he understood
from an early age the life-changing impact learning has on
long-term success and wellbeing.

When Mike Ashley was dethroned at St James’ Park last
month, the outpouring of emotion from jubilant Newcastle
United supporters was as obvious as the black and white
colours so intrinsic to the club’s shirts.

As increasing numbers of workers return to their offices, so
too do team building and bonding exercises. Many of these
services closed due to the pandemic or were forced to go
online, and a good number of businesses have since too
gotten out of the habit of providing such fun days aimed at
improving office unity.
Words by Colin Young
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Business briefing
Your curated guide to the latest news, views, trends
and technologies shaping the economic and business
landscape of the North East.

Teesside made “premier net-zero” hub as Downing Street puts area at
forefront of green revolution
Energy
Teesside will drive a £1 billion
Government push towards watershed
environmental change after a flagship
project tipped to create tens of
thousands of jobs was chosen to lead the
UK’s green transition.
Net Zero Teesside – set to be delivered
on former Redcar steelworks land – has
been selected by ministers to receive
a share of the Carbon Capture and
Storage (CCS) Infrastructure Fund and
lead efforts to create the country’s first
decarbonised industrial cluster.
Hailing Downing Street’s support,
Tees Valley Mayor Ben Houchen said
its backing was proof the area is now
the “go-to place to develop clean
technologies of the future”.
Net Zero Teesside is part of the East
Coast Cluster – that also includes the
Northern Endurance Partnership and
Zero Carbon Humber – which bosses say
is primed to significantly reduce industrial
CO2 emissions.
It includes the Net Zero Teesside
Power endeavour, which developers
say will be the world’s first commercial
scale gas-fired power station with CCS
capabilities, and a hub for industry
to share CO2 transport and storage
infrastructure being developed by the
Northern Endurance Partnership.
Bosses add the venture, as part of the
East Coast Cluster, is set to create more
than 25,000 jobs by 2050.
Mayor Houchen said: “I’m delighted our
region has been firmly placed on the map
and that the Government has selected
Teesside as its premier net-zero project.
“This is set to create many thousands
of jobs, not only in construction, but
12

in low-carbon technologies creating,
cleaner, healthier and safer communities.”
Meanwhile, energy firm Protium has
unveiled a blueprint to build the North
East’s “largest green hydrogen facility” on
Teesside.
The company has secured space at
Wilton Universal Group’s base on the
River Tees, with its plans centred around
building a hydrogen production factory it
says will generate renewable energy for
local companies.
The project is expected to be
completed by 2026, subject to planning
and engineering works.
Chris Jackson, Protium chief executive,
said: “The area’s deep industrial legacy
provides the perfect infrastructure
foundations for us to leverage.”

Recruitment drive at
tunnels operator
Transport
A transport operator says it has
created 80 roles after making
changes to a landmark fixture of
the North East’s road network.
TT2 has set up a Wallsendbased contact centre to oversee
the introduction of an openroad tolling system at the Tyne
Tunnels.
Bosses say workers will help
drivers use Tyne Pass, which
removes the need for toll stops
by allowing motorists to pay
before or after journeys.
Roles include supervisory,
management and technical
positions across customer
service, quality assurance,
training and IT.
Philip Smith, TT2 chief
executive, said: “We are really
pleased to be able to support
our local communities with these
opportunities.
“We are undertaking a phased
approach to open-road tolling
and many roles have been
created to support customers
during this period of change and
beyond.
“It was very important these
jobs were based in the North
East, rather than abroad or
elsewhere in the UK, because we
know local people will provide
first-class service.”
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ECO meets demand with
350-job Sunderland office
move
Employment
A call centre operator has
revealed plans to create more
than 350 jobs in a Wearside
expansion.
EC Outsourcing (ECO) is
opening a base on Sunderland’s
Doxford International Business
Park.
Bosses say the move follows
several contract successes,
which include a partnership with
Electricity Supply Board, adding
the staff influx will form part of a
wider recruitment drive to take
the business’ headcount to as
many as 1200.
ECO, founded out of Boldon
Business Centre nearly a decade
ago, provides sales and service
support to a range of clients that
include gaming operator Buzz
Bingo.
Chief executive Phil Westoby
said: “We are in a position to
expand the business quickly,
with an additional office that will
become our customer servicefocused hub.”
ECO was supported on its
Doxford move by Sunderland
City Council’s business
investment team.
And Councillor Graeme Miller,
the authority’s leader, said the
move represents another shot in
the arm for the city’s commercial
reputation following Just Eat’s
recent commitment to create
1500 jobs in a Houghton-leSpring call centre and further
employment moves made by
Barclays and housebuilder
Bellway.
He added: “Through
established developments like
Doxford, we are creating a
stronger, more diverse economy.”

Jobs boost in Diffusion Alloys’
£1.5 million expansion

Backing for first phase of rail
station revamp

Manufacturing

Development

A protective coatings firm aims to create
20 jobs in a £1.5 million expansion.
Diffusion Alloys has revealed plans
to build an 8000sq ft warehouse at
Middlesbrough’s Teesport Commerce
Park. Bosses say the site will include “a
coating facility and centre for excellence”.
Its proposals were rubberstamped
after the firm – which provides coatings
for energy and process sector operators
– agreed a new long-term lease with PD
Ports. Lisa Randall, managing director,
said the expansion will allow the firm to
support the UK’s roll out of hydrogen
generation technology.
The investment also marks another
boost for PD Ports, which previously
secured two £660 million North East
waste-to-energy plant developments
alongside Wentworth Clean Power.

Regeneration bosses have approved
the first phase of a £105 million station
upgrade in the cradle of the railways.
Darlington Borough Council planners
have backed the overhauling of the
eastern side of the town’s rail hub, which
will include a new entrance, station
building and concourse.
It will also create three platforms,
which officials say will boost future
services by improving frequency and
reliability across East Coast Main Line
and local routes.
A decision on further work to the
station’s western side is expected in the
coming weeks.
Completion of the upgrades is planned
to coincide with the 200th anniversary
of the Stockton and Darlington Railway,
which will take place in 2025.

“Major milestone” as Emirates’ Dubai flights return
Aviation
A senior airport official has hailed a site’s “excellent global connectivity” after the return
of a flagship long-haul service to its departure boards.Graeme Mason, Newcastle Int
ernational Airport’s planning and corporate affairs director, says the resumption of
Emirates’ Dubai flights following COVID-19 cancellations is a “major milestone” in the
base reasserting itself as a worldwide travel hub following the pandemic.
He told North East Times: “The
Dubai service was a game-changer
for the North East when it arrived in
2007.
“It put this region on the
global route map, and its return
complements fantastically our other
hub connections, which include
British Airways into Heathrow, KLM
into Amsterdam, Air France into
Paris and our new link to Frankfurt
with Lufthansa.”
• Taking off again – Richard Jewsbury, Emirates’ UK divisional vice president, on returning to
a daily service from the region. See page 17.
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Record year puts wind in
Endeavour’s sails

3DEO eyes growth after
£750,000 support

Law

Technology

A law firm has enjoyed a record year
after completing deals worth £425
million.
The Endeavour Partnership chalked
up the success after working on what
it says were “some of the biggest
deals across the North of England”.
Over the last financial year,
the business, based in Thornaby,
near Stockton, says its corporate,
commercial and banking team
supported 61 transactions, with its
£425 million deal figure a 12 per cent
increase on the previous year.
Standout work included helping
fellow Teesside firm and ecommerce
platform provider Visualsoft on an
agreement with mid-market private
equity investor Livingbridge.

Bellway builds finances
amid strong demand

Verisure takes next step
towards 1000-job target
A technology firm behind a
5D mapping platform used
to monitor port operations is
creating jobs following £750,000
backing.
North Shields’ 3DEO aims to
recruit 20 staff over the next
three years after financial support
from the North East Venture
Fund, which is supported by the
European Regional Development
Fund and managed by Mercia.
MHA Tait Walker Corporate
Finance provided due diligence
for Mercia on the deal, with the
latter’s team including Ian Wilson
and Thea Tebble.

Employment
A domestic and small business alarm
provider pledging to create 1000
North East jobs is embarking on the
next phase of its recruitment drive.
Verisure says it will hire up to 150
staff over the next 12 months.
The firm moved into North
Tyneside’s Quorum Park last year and
employs more than 400 staff across
roles that include customer service,
technical support and finance.
Kevin Croft, site director, said:
“We continue to move with great
momentum with exceptional levels of
sales.”

Construction
A housebuilder has hailed its “solid
platform for future volume growth and
margin recovery” after higher sales
boosted financial figures.
Newcastle-based Bellway saw
revenue rise 40.3 per cent to
£3.1 billion in the year to July 31, with
pre-tax profit more than 100 per cent
better off at £479 million.
Jason Honeyman, chief executive,
said: “The board recognises there
are wider economic uncertainties
because of Brexit and the continuing
pandemic.
“However, we expect to increase
output by around ten per cent to more
than 11,100 new homes in the year
ending July 31, 2022.”
14

Fertiliser firm hails environmental credentials after port investment
Logistics
A company behind a multi-million-pound fertiliser distribution and storage hub has
saluted its eco-friendly approach after officially opening its doors.
Brineflow says its base at the Port of Sunderland will “allow farmers to reduce their
total environmental impact by around a fifth compared to traditionally used fertilisers”.
The company – which makes liquid nitrogen fertilisers – is using the site to send
goods between the Humber and the Forth.
John Fuller, Brineflow chairman, said: “Over recent years, the market for liquid
nitrogen fertilisers has been increasing rapidly as farmers the world-over race to
become net-zero.
“And, thanks to our factory-to-field approach and investment at the Port of
Sunderland, we will help farmers achieve their targets.”
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New jobs as Durham-based Atom expands
Finance

News you may have missed

A North East-founded mobile bank has revealed plans to recruit more than 40 workers.
Atom wants customer support staff to bolster operations at its Aykley Heads office,
based on the outskirts of Durham City.
Other roles include analyst and engineering posts, as well as project management
and internal communication positions.
The app-based lender, which has no high street branches, already employs more
than 400 people. David Castling, head of customer service, said: “We’re really lucky
in that the individuals we hire are incredibly motivated and keen to develop and grow,
which often means moving on to new roles across the business – something we very
much encourage. We’ve built a really strong team and a supportive environment and
exceptional internal culture in our six years as a business – that’s something we’re all
proud of and hope our new recruits look forward to.”

Manufacturing

4Approval for Wearside
battery making plant
Regeneration bosses have approved
a “game-changing” electric vehicle
battery factory developers say has
the potential to create and support
thousands of jobs.
Envision AESC’s proposals
for a base at the International
Advanced Manufacturing Park were
rubberstamped by Sunderland City
Council’s planning committee last
month. Officials say the plant will
make around 100,000 batteries every
year and form part of a £1 billion
partnership with Nissan to deliver
the latter’s EV36Zero project.
Building work is due to begin
next year, with battery production
planned for 2024.

Finance

Lumiere back again to light up
County Durham
Culture
County Durham is set for a cultural and
economic boost with the return of a light
spectacular.
Lumiere 2021 takes place later this
month, with more than a quarter of a
million visitors expected to turn out for
the annual festival.
Its return, following last year’s
cancellation due to the pandemic,
will showcase nearly 40 international
artworks across four days from Thursday,
November 18.
And organisers say the return of the
event, which figures show delivered an
economic boost of more than
£11.5 million to Durham in 2019, comes
with an added edge, thanks to the
county’s recent success in being
longlisted for the title of UK City of
Culture 2025.

Honouring that recognition, Lumiere
will, for the first time, extend beyond
its traditional Durham City boundary to
illuminate the whole of the county.
Helen Marriage, director of Artichoke,
which has produced the light show
since its 2009 inception, said: “Lumiere
is almost an example to cities of
culture around the world of how to
work with multiple stakeholders to
create something that is nationally and
internationally significant but grounded in
a local community.”
This year’s event will include an
installation on the façade of Durham
Cathedral, called In Our Hearts Blind
Hope, which will feature a soundtrack
that includes a 35-piece Durham
University orchestra led by first-year
music student Jude Holloway.
Lumiere is commissioned by Durham
County Council and supported by Arts
Council England through Durham’s status
as a National Portfolio Organisation.

4Fairstone Group grows with
fresh deal
A wealth management firm has
bought a fellow market operator.
Newcastle-headquartered
Fairstone Group has taken on
Hampshire and West Sussex-based
Chadney Bulgin. The move secures
funds under management of more
than £850 million.
The deal was confirmed as
Fairstone last month unveiled
financial results that showed funds
under management increased 32 per
cent to £10.7 billion in the year to
December 2020.
Lee Hartley, chief executive, said
the figures proved the business’
“excellent progress against its core
strategy and growth plan”.

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

Jennifer Hartley_

Words by Jennifer Hartley
Director of Invest Newcastle at NewcastleGateshead Initiative

Technology

It’s not been a bad couple of
months for Newcastle’s digital and
creative sector.
No sooner had the ink dried
on a press release highlighting
global technology consultancy
Thoughtworks’ plans to bring 100
jobs to the city by 2024, was the
BBC announcing its own intentions
to make a new home on the Tyne.

Featuring a commitment to
spend at least £25 million on
making new programmes in the
area and opening a tech hub
employing at least 70 people, the
broadcaster’s blueprint is further
enrichment to an already fertile
landscape that includes highlyskilled operators such as Ubisoft
Reflections and SoPost.
And, in the post-pandemic era,
amid organisations refreshing
strategies for growth and the
Government continuing to push
its levelling-up agenda to balance
the UK’s economy, these inward
investments are laying crucial
foundations for further economic
and employment success.
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Newcastle: The go-to place for tech businesses?
Our region’s creative and digital sector is critical to our economic recovery and growth, with
Newcastle attracting a lot of attention in recent months. Here, Jennifer Hartley, director of
Invest Newcastle at NewcastleGateshead Initiative, explains why.

4We often refer to Newcastle as a city
of opportunity, which I think rings true on
many aspects, whether you’re a resident,
visitor, local business or potential investor.
Newcastle has been attracting a lot of
attention, with Invest Newcastle securing a
record number of investments in 2020/2021
despite the challenges brought by the
pandemic.
Latest investments include global tech
firm Thoughtworks, and Xplor, a leading
US-owned provider of enterprise software.
We’ve also seen huge growth within the
sector, notably Ubisoft Reflections and
Opencast Software, as well as SoPost and
mkodo, to name a few.
Not only does inward investment
bring valuable jobs, but companies like
Thoughtworks are committed to making
a tangible contribution to our region’s
growth, in terms of attracting more
business, supporting innovation and
investing in the sector’s social impact.
Newcastle being recognised as
one of the UK’s top ten tech hotspots
(TechNation 2021), being home to the
National Innovation Centre for Data, our
tech network strength and proximity to
world-class universities are just some of the
reasons why we’ve seen a recent influx of
tech and digital investment.
Indeed, in recognition of our strengths,
the BBC recently announced it will spend
at least £25 million over the next five years
across the North East to fund network
TV production, talent development and

support our creative sector.
This news further cements the point that
you don’t need to be in London to have an
exciting and ambitious career in the tech
and creative space. And homegrown talent
is key to us building on this success.
Furthermore, the recent £12 million
investment into the digital sector from the
North of Tyne Combined Authority will not
only support Invest Newcastle to build on
the North of Tyne’s complementary digital
strengths, but will support the ecosystem,
including start-ups, new investors, growth
potential for existing companies, and the
delivery of a Digital Talent Engine project
from Dynamo, supporting the growth
of the digital workforce, which is vital to
attracting inward investment.
Invest Newcastle has also received
funding that will allow us to build on the
North of Tyne’s complementary digital
strengths and represent the diversity we
have to offer global investors.
Investors are waking up to the fact that
venturing outside of London is a good idea.
The North is well connected, offers an
unrivalled quality of life, is competitive and,
is, in fact, booming.
And the key to further growth will be
building on the solid foundations we’ve
laid out, in collaboration with our local
authorities, universities, businesses, digital
networks and city ambassadors.
In working together on our shared vision
for the city, we have a very bright future
ahead of us.

Guest contributor
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Piloting a post-COVID-19 future
Aviation
It had been a while.
The sight of an Emirates Boeing
777, complete with golden livery and
trademark black, white, red and
green tail fin, taxiing towards take-off
at Newcastle International Airport
last month was as welcome as it was
significant.
When COVID-19 forced UK society
into standstill, so too did it ground the
country’s airborne travel market, with
innumerable flights cancelled and
plans left in tatters.
But, with Government restrictions

now eased, Emirates’ blue ribbon
flights to Dubai are running again
between the airport and the city
dubbed by many as the playground
of the rich. A huge shot in the arm for
the aviation base, as well as the many
holidaymakers keen for some winter
sunshine to burn away lockdown
malaise, the service’s key freight
offer also represents a significant
opportunity for the North East to play
a pivotal role in the UK’s rebounding
from COVID-19 and rebuilding of trade
links in the Brexit world.

Words by Richard Jewsbury
Emirates’ UK divisional vice president

Taking off again
The return of Emirates’ Dubai flights to Newcastle International Airport was a watershed
moment in the wider region’s travel industry. Freed from the constraints of Government
COVID-19 restrictions, the resumption of the flagship route, through four weekly services,
reunites the North East with a valued long-haul link that not only unlocks a great swathe
of the world to holidaymakers but plays a crucial role in this region’s – and the wider UK’s
– path to successful business connectivity. Here, Richard Jewsbury, Emirates’ UK divisional
vice president, tells Steven Hugill more about the significance of the flights’ return.

4It’s good to be back!
It has been a hard 18 months, but
it’s good to see the aircraft return and
passenger demand building.
Our partnership with Newcastle
International Airport, its shareholders and
the wider public community of the North
East, is a tremendously supportive one, and
together we will keep building back, with
good times ahead.
We knew there was a good opportunity
in the North East when we started flights
back in 2007.
London is an important market, but the

UK is so much more than just London and
the South East.
Newcastle has a very large catchment
area, and when you look at the number
of people living in the North East and the
business development going on, it made
– and continues to make – great sense to
have services from the region.
If you live in the North East, you can
get on a plane straight into Dubai, which
then opens opportunities to travel further
into Asia, the Indian subcontinent,
Australasia and Africa. It’s a win-win
situation for leisure passengers and the

business community, and history shows our
partnership has worked.
And we are very focused on building our
number of flights from Newcastle.
Prior to COVID-19, we had a daily Dubai
service and that is what we expect to get
back to.
We saw a dramatic reduction of the red
list in the Government’s last review and that
is certainly stimulating demand and traffic
out of the UK.
Some overseas markets remain difficult
to access. Australia and New Zealand were
historically two important markets out of
Newcastle, for example, but are difficult to
get into at present.
However, they are expected to open
soon, and demand will increase.
And, coupled with other markets, I’d
expect all of that will help us build back to a
daily flight from Newcastle.
Daily services are important too for
corporate traffic because businesses
wanting to connect with the Middle East
and beyond need convenient travel.
The route also plays a vital role in the
North East economy in terms of air freight.
If you look at what was going through
Newcastle back in 2006, the year before
we started operating, cargo exports were
about £20 million.
Roll forward to 2016 and they stood at
more than £300 million, with that number
heavily supported by Emirates alongside
other airlines.
Furthermore, the first few flights out
of Newcastle following the resumption
in our services last month carried a lot of
pharmaceutical goods and equipment – we
had more than 18 tonnes on the first flight.
Air connectivity in the post-Brexit
environment will be a crucial economic
multiplier. The Government has been
very open about its levelling-up agenda
– which I think we play well with because
we directly support the regions – and its
‘Global Britain’ aims too.
We are an island trading nation and
competing on a global stage is therefore
important, and we have a role to play
through our Dubai hub and our global
network, which includes excellent links
from Newcastle, to support that.
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Time for 			
tangible action
Politics
According to International
Monetary Fund statistics, the UK
faces taking the worst hit from the
COVID-19 pandemic.
Projected output for the country
in 2024, says the organisation,
will stand at minus three per cent
compared to an autumn 2019
forecast.
That would put the UK behind
France, Germany and Italy, which
are also predicted to record minus
performances, as well as Canada,
Japan and the USA, which are
expected to sit in positive territory.
However, the Government says it
is endeavouring hard to return the
country to its pre-pandemic state
and beyond, with Chancellor Rishi
Sunak recently quoted as saying
“our plan is working”.
But is it?
With enduring Brexit concerns,
the lingering effects of COVID-19
on the economy and urgent action
needed on skills, particularly
around a shortage of HGV drivers,
is the Government’s strategy really
on track?
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Strategy over slogans
As the Government presses on with its ‘Build Back Better’ campaign,
Steven Hugill thinks the time has come for the talk to stop and the
palpable action to begin.

Words by Steven Hugill

4When do you reach the point that
enough becomes enough?
Is it when your country’s Prime
Minister appears in a bizarre grainy video
campaign holding a dimpled pint glass
and exclaiming his intention to ‘build back
bitter’?
Is it when said Prime Minister, blond
hair typically tousled, stabs a little too
enthusiastically with his fork at a portion
of fish and chips in another clip, before
promising to ‘build back batter’?
Or, is it, in yet another performance,
when he slathers butter on a slice of toast
(the sound of knife scratching across
bread fitting for the scraping of the pun
barrel) and accompanies his routine with
the phrase ‘build back butter’?
Yeah, that’s more than enough.
Handy buzz-phrases have long been
part of Government rhetoric, and the
current regime’s ‘Build Back Better’ is

merely a continuation of what has gone
before.
But there comes a time when these
slogans, and associated promises of
levelling-up the country, must be followed
by tangible action.
To build back better – or bitter, or
batter, or butter, or even beaver, as
the Prime Minister announced during
his recent party conference speech –
requires the laying of a solid base.
And that bedrock must come swiftly for
a country – and therein the North East –
still clambering its way out of a pandemic
whose genesis across the UK, cross-party
MPs last month said, was catalysed by a
vacillatory Government approach.
It must feature a fiscal plan –
Chancellor Rishi Sunak was due to lay out
his Autumn Budget as North East Times
went to print – which factors in measures
to cover higher inflation, particularly in
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a landscape where September’s 0.1 per
cent dip in the cost of living is widely
expected to be mere temporary relief
amid an increase in the energy price cap,
the partial reversal of VAT reductions for
hospitality and tourism operators and
ongoing supply chain disruption.
It must set a vision for future growth of
the economy, which despite increasing
0.4 per cent in August, thanks to a hit
of post-pandemic consumer spending
on holidays and restaurant and pub
excursions, remains 0.8 per cent smaller
than it was before the health crisis.
It must, too, set out a robust support
framework for the millions on low
incomes affected by the recent removal
of the £20 Universal Credit uplift, which
organisations, such as Citizens Advice,
have warned will push a good number of
people into debt.
The Government’s plan must also
feature an understandable Brexit roadmap
that provides our many exporters with
clarity and routes to fresh opportunities.
With figures last month showing UK
business with the EU stood £1.8 billion
worse off than it did three years ago,
a decisive, forward-looking strategy
that ensures companies can forge
ahead again, rather than seeing trade
ties knotted in complicated customs
processes and costly new tariffs, is
imperative.
And this approach must include
concerted action on labour shortages.
The paucity of HGV drivers, as
highlighted during headline-grabbing fuel
shortages and a subsequent container
logjam at ports including Felixstowe,
only emphasises the necessity for speedy
action on plugging skills gaps.
Downing Street has responded, with a
recent relaxation on the number of supply
chain deliveries overseas drivers can
make, leaving the Chancellor “confident
there’ll be a good amount of Christmas
presents available for everyone to buy”.
Ministers have also promised to make
up to 50,000 more HGV tests available
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every year in a bid to drive forward
numbers behind wheels.
But, as many business groups point
out – and as Caroline Moody, managing
director at Cramlington-based Moody
Logistics and Storage told this magazine
last month – the measures are mere
sticking plasters to a situation that
requires full-scale surgical intervention.
Away from the cabs and forecourt
frustrations, skills form another part of
the Government’s must-do list. Vacancies
may have hit 1.1 million between July and
September, the highest since records
began in 2001, but finding people for
roles, say campaign groups, remains
tough, owing to talent shortages and a
lack of overseas workers.
Furthermore, as the Government
rolls out its planned ‘Green Industrial
Revolution’ it says will deliver and support
up to 250,000 jobs, the transition of
Whitehall’s Skills for Jobs white paper
into reality is vital.
Promising to reshape post-16
education, it wraps around the Prime
Minister’s Lifetime Skills Guarantee that
pledges to invert the existing training

model so employers’ needs across sectors
including clean energy come first, with
learners able to reskill and upskill at any
stage of their lives.
For our region, the necessity of its
fruition is incredible as our commercial
environment, from the mouth of the Tees
to the open spaces of Northumberland,
continues to attract low carbon
developments.
From Britishvolt’s planned 3000-job
Northumberland vehicle battery-making
plant, to Nissan and Envision AESC’s
project to do the same on Wearside –
while delivering a new all-electric vehicle
– to an Equinor Dogger Bank wind farm
maintenance base at the Port of Tyne
and Teesworks’ GE Renewables turbine
blade making factory, the North East is
increasingly playing a crucial part in the
net-zero agenda.
And as these schemes, and many
others, come online, ensuring access to a
deep and rich talent pool of fresh workers
will be imperative to their respective longterm success.
We’ve had the political slogans.
Now it’s time for action.
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An established partner in an evolving world
Amid an ever-changing commercial environment, secure and trusted support has never
been more valuable. And one business offering such is global professional services firm
Aon. Providing clients with robust commercial risk, retirement and employee benefit
support from its offices in Newcastle and Stockton, the company also utilises specialist
national experts to further drive organisations’ market expansion. Here, Steven Hugill
speaks to Dan Hopkinson, Aon’s head of office for commercial risk solutions in the North
East and Cumbria, to find out more.
www.aon.com/unitedkingdom
@Aon_plc

Aon
-

Aon’s North
East offices sit
as part of the
company’s wider
global footprint,
which covers 120
countries and
includes 50,000
staff.
For more
information
on how its
Newcastle and
Stockton teams
can help you
with commercial
risk solutions,
retirement
support and help
around employee
benefits, contact
0191 220 3333 or
01642 062810,
respectively.
Alternatively, visit
www.aon.com/
unitedkingdom
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THE BUSINESS WORLD HAS EXPERIENCED MANY
seismic incidents over decades and centuries past,
though few have ever matched the impact of COVID-19.
From the closure of offices and factories to the
postponement of countless services and a dramatic
halt in economic activity, the pandemic has caused
– and continues to deliver – huge disruption to the
commercial landscape and the millions employed
therein.
In such times, robust, trusted support for
organisations has never been more important – and one
company delivering just that is leading multinational
professional services firm Aon.
From commercial risk solutions to retirement

Brexit has certainly brought its challenges too.
“A lot of businesses needed advice from the first
lockdown onwards; some had vehicles off the road
because they were told they couldn’t travel, while
others had to shut factories down.
“And our Newcastle and Stockton teams were on
hand, having switched seamlessly to remote working,
to ensure they continued to receive the close help and
advice they so critically needed.”
Such support, says Dan, was accentuated by the
vast and detailed local knowledge of its regional team,
which, over the years, has fostered countless close
relationships with clients from Teesside up to the
Scottish border and across to Cumbria.

support and help around employee benefits, the
business delivers crucial guidance that maximises client
performance by reducing exposure to volatility.
And nowhere is this assistance more amplified than
at its Newcastle Quayside office and sister Preston
Farm industrial estate base, in Stockton, where its
40-plus strong team delivers expert provision to clients
that range from sole traders to SMEs and publicly-listed
companies (plcs).
“The last two years have really brought into
sight how people view risk, and clients are perhaps
more reliant on us now than they have been for a
generation,” says Dan Hopkinson, Aon’s head of office
for commercial risk solutions in the North East and
Cumbria.
“Risk remains high on everyone’s agenda; nobody
would ever have predicted a global pandemic, and

And as the North East emerges from the pandemic,
Dan says this long-held commitment will not only
endure but grow even stronger.
He says: “The mindset and philosophy of the
business, and the people in this region, is that
regardless of an organisation’s size, they will always
receive the same level of local commitment.
“We are part of a large, global organisation, but we
will always have local people on the ground dealing
with local businesses.
“That is very important to us, because when we
take a company to market, we must understand that
business and its plans so we can clearly articulate them
to the insurers.
“If we weren’t here in the area, and therefore didn’t
understand the dynamics of the economy, then we
wouldn’t be able to do that as effectively.
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“But it’s not only the economic dynamics – client
dynamics are equally important,” continues Dan.
“On paper, customers can sometimes look the same,
but it might be a first generation family running one,
and a fourth generation running the other, which means
they have completely different dynamics.
“And that is why our client-facing team – and
the years of experience it possesses of this region’s
companies, its industries and sub-sectors – is so
important.”
However, while providing support attuned to the
region’s unique industrial topographies, Dan says Aon’s

North East team – which works with clients across
a broad range of sectors including, but not limited
to, construction, manufacturing, food, life sciences
and technology – can draw upon specialist teams;
the company’s myriad of national and international
industry-specific experts.
From specialist construction and cybersecurity
guidance to intellectual property assistance, the impact
of weather on crop growth and many more areas
of focus, Dan says such access futureproofs clients’
operations while securing them fresh market traction.
He says: “The absolute functions of the team are to
identify and help clients understand what their risks
are, to help them make better decisions.
“And we provide that through detailed data and
analytics, while our North East team also includes
more than 25 people specialising in mid-market SME
businesses across the region.
“Ultimately, it is about managing volatility and we’ve
always been a very forward-looking company in that
respect.
“We have to be one, two or even three steps ahead
because we are clients’ eyes and ears and are out in the
market quantifying the exposure they could face.
“And our specialist offering helps us achieve
that, because we can tap into a central resource of
professionals on a fluid basis, who have the best market
intelligence.
“If there is a complicated construction risk issue, for
example, we can bring in sector-dedicated specialists
to support those already here on the ground.
“But we are able to facilitate growth in other ways
too.
“For example, we recently worked with a very
innovative small business to help map out where its
intellectual property could have an impact across new
global markets, and we also completed the UK’s first
deal of its kind to help a company raise capital against
the value of its intellectual property.”
Dan adds: “This kind of support provides clients with
something they’ve never had before; it is very powerful
in terms of their growth and all part of our commitment
to ensuring our offer constantly evolves to meet their
needs in a changing marketplace.
“This region has pushed the boundaries of innovation
for centuries, and it is exciting to be supporting North
East companies on their future growth journeys.”
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A unique approach to success
Marrying businesses with the very best people has long been a stronghold of Newcastle basedrecruitment and outsourced talent services provider Jackson Hogg. But the firm also stands as
a leader in the delivery of tailored HR and training support that shapes clients’ growth journeys.
Here, HR partners Jill Mallinson and Hannah Bowker tell Steven Hugill about the company’s HR
Partnership function and how it is helping organisations take steps forward in the marketplace.

www.jacksonhogg.com
@JacksonHoggRec

VISIBILITY IS EVERYTHING IN BUSINESS.
From unique ideas and products that inspire
marketplace awareness, to forward-thinking strategies
that extend geographical reach, and an inclusive
culture that attracts and retains the best talent,
discernibility is a cornerstone of success.
And nowhere is this better evidenced than at
electrical firm Quantum Controls.
Headquartered in Prudhoe, the company is the
country’s leading supplier of variable speed drives and
electric motors, with its Northumberland base home to
the UK’s largest drive service centre.
Factor in an electrical control panel-making site next
to the A1(M), on Birtley’s Portobello Trade Park, further
service centres in Glasgow, Leeds and Essex, and a
recent expansion north of the border, and its visibility
is overwhelming.
Such progress, of course, comes not without solid
foundations.
And Quantum Controls is on sound footing thanks
to the strength of its senior management team and
ongoing support of recruitment and outsourced talent
services provider Jackson Hogg – specifically its HR
Partnership function.
Led by HR partners Jill Mallinson and Hannah
Bowker, it delivers to clients – many of which operate
across the science, technology, engineering and
manufacturing sectors – tailored assistance that
galvanises distinctive growth strategies, nurtures
talent streams and empowers positive cultures.
From day-to-day and flexible monthly assistance to
project work that fulfils clients’ requirements across
areas such as engagement strategies and employee
relations management, its support also includes a fully
22

outsourced proposition that takes on firms’ entire HR
obligations.
Furthermore, it develops and delivers custom
training programmes that help organisations retain
and upskill staff.
It all makes for, says Jill, a unique provision that sets
businesses on the path to success.
For Quantum Controls, the impact of its alliance
with Jackson Hogg – which has straddled the entire
COVID-19 pandemic – is palpable.
Delivering crucial HR guidance on the myriad
of commercial complexities caused by the global
health crisis, Jackson Hogg was also intrinsic in the
company’s takeover of Scottish contractor Lothian
and Borders Electrical earlier this year, to create Q
Electrical Industrial Services.
Jill says: “Quantum Controls is a great business that
is constantly looking to grow, diversify and extend its
presence as a leader in a competitive marketplace,

Pictured: Kevin Brown, Quantum Controls managing director, with Jackson
Hogg HR partners Jill Mallinson and Hannah Bowker

Recruitment_
Advertising feature_Jackson Hogg

with talent retention a top priority.
“It had been working with a large HR consultancy
but wasn’t receiving the bespoke and personal services
we are able to deliver.
“We began supporting managing director Kevin
Brown and operations director Karen Hall in late
2019, providing a project of work that progressed into
today’s retained model that covers the full scope of
HR.
“And our recent work has included much support
around employee management and engagement
during the pandemic to help minimise disruption,”
continues Jill, who has eight years’ experience working
across HR.
She adds: “We also helped the business through its
Scottish merger, from the legal and compliance and
cultural perspectives.
“We carried out direct employee consultation
– which included spending time in Scotland – that
ensured a smooth transition for staff.
“And we’re delighted to have helped the company
come out of the pandemic in a really strong position.
“Kevin and Karen are very forward-thinking people,
and their ongoing success is testament to the trust
they have in our partnership.”
While bolstering Quantum Controls’ commercial
standing, though, Jill says the support also further
reflects the inimitability of Jackson Hogg’s offer.
She says: “We deliver clients’ recruitment needs as
well as their HR needs – there are other consultancies
and businesses out there, but we are the first to deliver
in-depth assistance across both elements.
“We look after the whole employee lifecycle – from
staff relations and growth strategies, talent retention
and upskilling, and exiting support.
“We are a people partner that delivers the complete
HR picture.”
And in an ever-fluctuating world, Hannah, who
studied a post graduate law diploma, says such a
solid base is imperative as firms transition to a postpandemic future.
She says: “HR has found its voice a lot more over the
last year-and-a-half because company departments
needed to be on top of things like the furlough scheme
and redundancies.
“A lot of firms are still potentially struggling, though,
and a major drive for us is to continue improving our
model to facilitate more support to further companies
to help them return to where they once were.”

Jackson Hogg
-

For more
information
about how a
HR Partnership
could help
your business,
visit www.
jacksonhogg.
com/hr,
email info@
jacksonhogg.com
or call 0191 580
0495.

The goal to which business and HR graduate Hannah
– who joined Jackson Hogg in September after time
with two Manchester-based HR consultancies –
alludes will be achieved by melding her knowledge of
employment law and compliance with Jill’s strategiclevel experience of internal HR roles at firms such as
Wallsend’s Soil Machine Dynamics.
“Ultimately, it’s about offering reassurance and
security,” says Jill.
“We provide clients with unique advice that protects
them while our understanding of their cultures and
values means we lay a platform for them to achieve
their respective goals too, rather than delivering an
off-the-shelf, recited solution.
“We’ve gone through some real rollercoasters over
the last 18 months, from furlough to home working,
redundancies and restructures, and have seen the
disjointing effect of COVID-19 on employee morale,
engagement and productivity.
“But, as we emerge from the pandemic, in a market
more competitive than ever, businesses are looking to
position themselves for growth and success.
“It’s great to see leaders, who have endured a lot of
uncertainty around organisations they have put their
heart and soul into, coming out the other side and
making plans for the future.
“And we will continue to be there to support them
as they do.”

“Since starting our partnership with Jackson
Hogg, I have seen how good HR management
can have a positive impact on our business.
“Not only has Jackson Hogg helped us
navigate the difficulties brought about by
the pandemic, but they have supported our
leadership team on an ongoing basis, which in
turn has allowed our leaders to focus on what
we do best – creating growth and business
success.
“The personal and tailored approach that
Jackson Hogg brings means we can maintain
a commercial focus with HR, while their sharp
attention to detail means our business is always
protected.”
- Kevin Brown, 				
Quantum Controls managing director
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OPENING
NEW
Feature. Nigel Wilson

Tucked away among Nigel Wilson’s most treasured possessions is a picture that
captures him, alongside his uncles and father, in one of their many competitive games
of dominoes from yesteryear. Today, though, for the man who grew up in Darlington
and County Durham, the black and white tiles are also symbolic of something else.
For, as chief executive at financial services firm Legal & General, he is masterminding
multi-million-pound investments across Newcastle and Sunderland that promise a huge
domino effect of economic and employment growth. Here, Nigel speaks to Steven Hugill
about those ventures and explains why they carry great personal importance.

DOORS
Words by Steven Hugill						
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Feature. Nigel Wilson

4“You can’t stay off the pitch and just
keep clapping – you have to be out on the
field playing.
“And the North East is playing now.”
For an avid Newcastle United supporter,
Nigel Wilson’s choice of metaphor is
particularly apt given the club’s recent
change of ownership.
But the pertinence of his words goes
much deeper than any reference to the
Magpies’ fortunes, or indeed the din from
sections of St James’ Park’s towering
stands.
For, as chief executive at financial
services group Legal & General, he is
overseeing seismic commercial ventures
in the region.
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From Newcastle’s flagship
£350 million Helix science and technology
hub to the transformation of Sunderland’s
former Vaux brewery site into a business
focal point, and the rejuvenation of a
Washington industrial park, Legal &
General’s backing is as totemic as it is
tangible.
At the Helix, where a coal mine once
sustained a revolution in British industry,
the base is today home to an industrial
evolution, with highly-skilled workers at
the vanguard of innovative change across
healthcare and data-related advances.
Drawing together academia, business
and the private and public sectors, the
development is led by Legal & General
alongside partners Newcastle City
Council and Newcastle University and
includes The Lumen and The Spark office
buildings, which have risen from the
ground thanks to substantial backing from
the financial firm.
Staying in Newcastle, the UK’s largest
investment manager for corporate
pension schemes is also playing its part in
improving support for the elderly.
A previous £5 million outlay, described
by Legal & General as a gift to the city,
is helping enhance care through two
strands.
The first ties to the Future Homes
Alliance project at the Helix, which
aims to support real-world ageing and
environmental sustainability by testing
new innovations and products.
The second links to an endeavour
around creating a care home of the future,
which moves away from the traditional
large-scale setting to a more domestic,
clustered, communal offer.
On Wearside, where another ribbon of
land previously provided employment for
generations, Legal & General is helping
bring new flavour to the Vaux site which
once quenched drinkers’ collective thirsts
the land over, in moves it says have the
potential to create up to 3000 jobs.
Fuelled by a £100 million commitment,
the investor is supporting the creation of
City Hall – the eye-catching, multi-storey
structure that will soon become local
authority headquarters – as part of the
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wider Riverside Sunderland regeneration
programme.
Drawing together staff from several
bases across the city, including
Sunderland Civic Centre that will soon
be demolished and replaced by housing,
bosses say City Hall will provide a home
for as many as 2000 workers while
dramatically improving public access to
council services.
Furthermore, Legal & General is
working with developer Landid to deliver
two supplementary office buildings,
which between them will provide
200,000sq ft of space on the same
postcode.
Elsewhere, the investor has pumped
£60 million into plans to create around
1600 jobs at the 25-hectare Hillthorn

Business Park, in nearby Washington.
Developing around 620,000sq ft
of space over nine new commercial
buildings, officials say the endeavour
will support the needs of industrial,
storage and distribution businesses while
augmenting growth at the neighbouring
International Advanced Manufacturing
Park.
Each are hugely significant for the
region.
But, for Nigel – who sits on the Prime
Minister’s Build Back Better Council – they
carry added meaning too.
A former Darlingtonian, whose family
once lived on Bates Avenue in the town’s
Cockerton area (incidentally a short stroll
from Whitby Way, where another captain
of industry, former Nifco UK boss Mike
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Matthews, spent his formative years),
Nigel remains in close touch with the
place that helped mould his future.
A keen dominoes player, he recalls
plenty of competitive games with his
father and uncles, including a good few
in the Travellers Rest pub, and he still
returns to the watering hole when time
allows during stop-offs with family ahead
of match days at St James’ Park.
While his pub visits represent “a
tradition of too many years that usually
ends badly with Newcastle losing”, Nigel
says Legal & General’s commitment to a
fresh start for the North East promises
to spur a chain reaction of watershed
economic, employment and social change
that will be less fives and threes and more
hundreds and thousands.
27
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“These projects mean a lot to me
because they’re local to me,” he says.
“As a business, we’ve invested about
£30 billion across the UK, but we wanted
to prove that the North East is a great
place to do so too.
“Someone had to kickstart all of this, at
scale, with investment that looked brand
new, modern and ambitious – and we’ve
played a catalytic role in doing that,” adds
Nigel, who still has family in the village of
Heighington, nestled between Darlington
and Bishop Auckland, as well as across
the region.
To emphasise his point, he draws on
the respective visions of Britishvolt and
Nissan.
Both – the latter in partnership with
fellow Wearside green tech company
Envision AESC – have planning permission
to create huge electric battery making
factories that are aimed at supercharging
the UK’s transition to eco-friendlier

motoring. Britishvolt says its venture,
valued at £2.6 billion and set for a former
coal yard at the old Blyth power station
site, in Cambois, Northumberland, has the
potential to create 3000 direct jobs and
up to 5000 supply chain posts, adding
it will have capacity to make as many as
300,000 batteries every year.
Envision’s blueprint includes creating
a production base at the International
Advanced Manufacturing Park to annually
produce up to 100,000 power packs.
Part of a £1 billion partnership with
Nissan that will help deliver the latter’s
EV36Zero project – which is set to include
production of a new all-electric model
on Wearside – bosses say the plant will
create 750 jobs and secure 300 further
posts at Envision’s existing Sunderland
base.
“It makes my job easier in promoting
the North East if we are making
measurable progress,” says Nigel, whose
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time in County Durham saw him attend
Ferryhill Grammar School and live, for a
period, in Newton Aycliffe.
“We have an expression here, ‘doors
lead to doors’, and we’re very excited
about the planned factories in Blyth and
Sunderland, which are going to be a real
part of helping get more high-paid, highskilled jobs to the region.
“We want to keep the graduates up
in the North – they can’t all be Dick
Whittington going down to London
looking for jobs.”
And Nigel says such knock-on effects
are, in no small part, attributable to the
ambitious and collaborative approach
adopted by business leaders and local
authorities, who, he says, recognise the
added value projects such as the Helix
and Riverside Sunderland can deliver.
He says: “People like (outgoing
Newcastle City Council chief executive)
Pat Ritchie, Tom Warburton (the
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authority’s director of city futures) and
Patrick Melia (Sunderland City Council’s
chief executive) have real leadership
about these things; they get their sleeves
rolled up and get stuck in to make good
things happen.
“They care about place more than
politics, which is very important.
“We try to do the right thing for
the right reasons and deliver the right
outcome – and we align ourselves with
people who want to do the same thing;
that is part of our success.”
John Godfrey, Legal & General’s
corporate affairs director, concurs.
“For these things to work, you need
great local partners that understand you
well and are constructive too,” he adds.
“It is the same with universities, and
Newcastle identified quite early its role in
the local economy and the place side of
things as well.
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“What we did with the Helix site is a
really good example of putting pension
money to work.
“Across the country, whether it is Leeds,
Sheffield, the West Midlands or any other
area, people now look at Newcastle and
say, ‘you did that in partnership with those
organisations, and we could do the same
here’.
“Newcastle was almost a prototype for
us.”
But, while the Helix and Riverside
Sunderland represent successful alliances
and the rebirth of tired city centre areas
into hives of commercial activity, Nigel
says further investment is still required to
balance the North East economy with that
of the wider UK.
His point is backed by Legal & General’s
latest Rebuilding Britain Index study,
which – revealed last month – shows
the region remains far behind the rest of

the country when it comes to jobs and
economic prosperity.
Ranking regions, cities and the UK
out of 100 on a range of benchmarks, its
findings showed the North East’s average
score of 52 was below the national
average of 60 and significantly lower than
London’s 66.
Furthermore, Newcastle’s points tally of
57 fell considerably short of Trafford’s 77
and Edinburgh’s 75, for example.
Although Newcastle outscored the
national average on GDP per capita (76
versus 60), the report says the North
East lags behind the rest of the UK on the
availability of highly-paid employment,
with the region’s figures of 31 for average
earnings and 38 for unemployment well
behind countrywide averages of 49 and
54, respectively.
“There isn’t enough start-up capital
in the North East right now when you
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compare it to other parts of the world,”
says Nigel.
“That leads to higher paid and higher
skilled jobs – and we need to get that up
and running at scale.”
However, Nigel says he believes the
foundations laid by Legal & General and
its partners, as well as other work being
carried out across the region, can be a
catalyst for much positive change.
He points to Tees Valley Mayor Ben
Houchen and the transformation of
ex-Redcar steelworks land into the
Teesworks hub and associated attainment
of freeport status as one example,
alongside the Helix and Riverside
Sunderland, of palpable progress.
He says: “From Teesside to Sunderland
and Newcastle, there is good momentum.
“There are lots of things going on, such
as the new vehicle battery factories, and
the Treasury coming to Darlington is very
exciting too.
“I was at the recent Global Investment
Summit, where Ben Houchen was on
stage with West Midlands Mayor Andy
Street and Greater Manchester Mayor
Andy Burnham, and it was great to see the
North East represented in that way.
“Ben did a very professional job in
promoting the region to the global
investment community, and that is very
important.
“The prospects should be good because
we are beginning to put the North East on
the radar of global investors.
“The leadership of the universities
in the North East is very good and
Newcastle can be a thought and
intellectual leader in care economics and
ageing.
“Furthermore, the developments
around onshore and offshore wind and
carbon capture and storage represent
other big areas to work on.
“There are a number of exciting things
happening in the North East.”

www.group.legalandgeneral.com

“The leadership of the universities
in the North East is very good and
Newcastle can be a thought and
intellectual leader in care
economics and ageing”
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Research and development tax relief –
understanding the changing landscape
With a recent tribunal looking set to change the nature of the Government’s
research and development tax relief, Jonathan Scott, tax partner at North
East-based accountancy and business advisory firm Haines Watts, tells
Steven Hugill what businesses need to do to continue claiming the finance
they need to stay innovative in the marketplace.

www.hwca.com
@haineswatts

FROM THE BIRTH OF THE RAILWAYS TO
lightbulb creator Joseph Swan, hydraulics forerunner
William Armstrong and even windscreen wiper
designer Gladstone Adams, the North East has a rich
pioneering history.
Our modern-day region is no different, of course,
with companies maintaining the innovative ethos of
yesteryear through ground-breaking advances across
sectors including manufacturing, healthcare, energy
and technology.
Yet while their collective inventive philosophy
remains unchanged, something is altering –
specifically the rules around claiming financial
support through the Government’s research and
development tax credit schemes.

R&D expenditure in the North:
£2,875m

£1,795m

£2,875m

£755m

North West

Yorkshire and
Humber

Scotland

North East

Divided into two components – wherein an SME
element supports businesses with less than 500 staff
and turnover lower than €100 million, and a research
and development expenditure credit (RDEC) model
applies to larger organisations – they incentivise new
products and ideas through corporation tax relief and
associated cash reimbursements.
But while latest HM Revenue and Customs (HMRC)
figures show the estimated number of tax credit
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claims for the year ending March 2020 had risen 16
per cent to 85,900, the nature of what constitutes a
claim is dramatically evolving.
The catalyst for change stems from a tribunal earlier
this year, where HMRC challenged an application
made by Sheffield’s Hadee Engineering.
The business, as it had done previously, sought to
claim research and development support through the
Government’s SME scheme.
However, HMRC disputed its application on the
grounds that the precision engineer was working as a
subcontractor.
Arguing SME research and development claims
must not relate to outsourced activities, the HMRC
case was ultimately successful.
And, says Jonathan Scott, tax partner at Haines
Watts, the outcome is of great significance for North
East companies.
He says: “Historically, it was standard practice for
firms to claim SME relief for the kind of work Hadee
Engineering was doing, but HMRC took the claim out
of principle to set a new mould.
“And what it means now is that anyone being paid
to do subcontracting work should claim RDEC relief.
“Effectively, what HMRC is saying is that if, as a
business, you are being paid to do something, you
cannot claim SME relief, if so this is therefore an
incorrect use of taxpayers’ money.”
This sea change, says Jonathan, requires
organisations of all sizes to readdress their tax relief
strategies.
He says: “Post the tribunal, it is about starting
afresh, undertaking a review of your claims and
looking at the evidence – because HMRC are asking
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for more evidence.
“The worst thing you could do is stick your head in
the sand and do nothing because you will factor claims
into your cashflow, and if it’s not there, how do you
cope?
“Taking appropriate action follows the same
principle as when you get a number of quotes for
building work on your property.
“Get expert advice – from firms that are part of a
professional tax body – to find out what claims you
should be making.

Growth of R&D over past five years
(total companies supported):

2015-16			42,060
2016-17			51,100
2017-18			60,175
2018-19			71,760
2019-20		82,950
“It is also vitally important to scrutinise contracts
before signing them. Doing that allows you to clearly
understand what relief you can claim.
“This is imperative because it is your company’s risk
on the table; if a business submits an incorrect claim,
HMRC has the ability to charge a hefty penalty.”
One option to ensure organisations are making a
correct claim, says Jonathan, is a hybrid submission,
which combines SME and RDEC relief.
He says: “A lot of clients are switching from SME to
RDEC, which means they are facing a gap in terms of
tax or cashflow.
“But a hybrid claim can help mitigate this – and firms
can have SME and RDEC support in a single year.
“For example, a manufacturer might have five orders
from five different customers, for which they would be
able to claim RDEC as a subcontractor.
“However, it might be carrying out other elements
for itself too, such as developing new tooling or
machinery to make processes environmentally
friendlier.
“That is research and development, at the
manufacturer’s own risk, and falls into the SME
category, which means the firm can take a hybrid
approach.”
As well as the hybrid model, Jonathan says the

Haines Watts
-

For more information about
research and
development tax
relief, and how
Haines Watts
can support you
with all aspects
of submitting a
claim, contact its
Newcastle office
on 0191 2699 960
or email
jscott@hwca.com

Government’s Patent Box scheme can play an equally
important role in helping organisations.
Designed to encourage companies to retain and
commercialise intellectual property in the UK, Patent
Box allows them to apply a lower, ten per cent rate
of corporation tax to profits earned from patented
inventions.
Jonathan says: “Patent Box is one of the largest
underutilised reliefs in the UK.
“It is often assumed you can’t have it with the
other claim schemes, but they can work together in
tandem across any sector. We have businesses in IT,
manufacturing, telecoms and the creative sector using
it, for example.
“People expect patents to be hundreds of thousands
of pounds, but you can get them for between £5000
and £6000 if it’s a UK-only patent, and that cost pales
into comparison to the tax relief you’re going to get.”
While looking at potential hybrid and Patent Box
options, though, Jonathan says the situation ultimately
comes down to clarity, with the Government needing
to provide firms with clear direction on SME and RDEC
claims.
He says: “SME relief makes up most of the tax relief
for the UK economy, and if the Government shifts the
focus to RDEC, there is inevitably going to be relief
pulled from manufacturing in the North East, which is
already one of the lowest claiming regions in the UK.

Key stats:
£57,330

82,950

£7.4bn

Average SME
claim value

Businesses
supported

Claimed by
companies last
year

“And if it is markedly reduced, are those businesses
going to continue taking on research and development
projects and generate new jobs?
“We need to take a step back to better understand
what the Government’s recent statistics show.
“Ultimately, we need to work with HMRC and the
Treasury because at present clients are in a kind of
limbo, thinking, ‘do I continue claiming SME relief, or
do I move to RDEC?’
“Research and development is here to stay – we just
need some greater clarity on how it will be supported
going forward.”
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CHANGING
LIVES,
SHAPING
FUTURES
A strong education is the backbone of any strong career, as David
Alexander can attest. As a teacher’s son, he understood from an early age
the life-changing impact learning has on long-term success and wellbeing.
And now, as recently appointed Gateshead College chief executive and
principal, he’s combining his knowledge and experiences with the college’s
commitment to deliver students a unique employment edge. Here, David tells
Steven Hugill more about his plans to boost opportunities for students and
why the college is primed to stand at the vanguard of the Government’s
vision to create pathways for people to embark on lifelong skills journeys.
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“People shape your journey and I’ve
been extremely lucky with mine.
“I’ve received good mentoring
throughout my life, which has set the
foundations for my career.”
The son of a teacher who progressed
to be a deputy director of education
and set up his own business, David
Alexander knows all too well the
power of education and its impact
on cultivating career success and life
opportunities.
His understanding though, branches
beyond his family tree, to his early days
of employment, where he saw first
hand how practical learning – helped
by personal and industry partnerships –
could fuel palpable progress.
Having swapped an accountancy
office at the beginning of the millennium
to work for what was then Glasgow’s
Stow College, David was afforded a
transformational window into the world
of education.
He witnessed the influence of a strong
and supportive learning environment on
students’ development, the importance
of business collaboration to their
practical understanding, and the value
of fostering a culture that inspired
creativity, nurtured individual talents and
provided lifelong skills.
Those experiences continue to live
with him today as Gateshead College’s
recently appointed chief executive and
principal, and he is channelling that
ethos across the organisation from the
curriculum to the cafes, embracing and
building on what is already in place.
He says: “One of the things I was told
from an early age was to understand
that education changes lives by
creating opportunities which shape
futures.
“That is a message that flows

throughout this college.
“We are a people organisation, and
every single person here plays a role in
our students’ experience and outcomes.
“A teacher can only stand in a room
with students because of all the support
that goes alongside that throughout
the college – the staff in the cafe can
tell you as much about our students as
our teachers can because they are so
engaged with them.
“Everybody here makes a difference
to students; that’s what this college is all
about, it’s nothing without their passion
and commitment and we have that in
abundance.
He continues: “The connection
extends to the governors too.
“We recently held a conference that
saw governors spend time meeting

students and experiencing practical
demonstrations from across the college,
and they were really impressed by what
our students were achieving and also in
their confidence and ability to engage.”
However, David, who grew up in
Uddingston, South Lanarkshire, and
arrived in the North East from West
College Scotland, says there remains
scope to further strengthen support for
students’ development, with increased
industry collaboration a crucial element.
The college already works with many
partners, including SMEs, to provide
students with the very best career
opportunities through what it calls
education with employment edge,
which moulds the highest standards of
education with the real-world skills so
sought after by employers.
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However, David – whose time in
Scotland saw him work on a Clydebank
campus site formerly used as a shipyard
to build the QE2 – sees opportunity to
forge even greater links with North East
businesses.
And intrinsic to this, he says, are
programmes such as the college’s
successful PlanBEE venture.
Launched in 2013 alongside
Newcastle’s Ryder Architecture and
other industry partners to plug skills
gaps, the higher apprenticeship
programme educates the next
generation of technical and professional
staff across the architectural,
engineering, building services and
construction and site management
sectors.
Such has been its progress, that
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the programme is supported by a
consortium of more than 20 local and
national businesses, with a separate
endeavour now running in Manchester
alongside the city’s council.
“Employment edge, if you drill it down,
is about giving students lifelong skills
that will serve them in work,” says David.
“It isn’t just about academic
knowledge and technical skills, though,
it’s about employment skills; it is about
being as prepared for a profession as it
is for a lesson.
“Students want personalised learning
journeys and employers are increasingly
wanting the experience we provide to
be personalised around their respective
cultures and workplaces too.
“And we deliver that through PlanBEE,
which is sector-leading.

“Essentially, it provides a two-year
period where students enjoy six different
workplace experiences.
“But it’s not just about learning
different skills, PlanBEE means they learn
different cultures too, and that is vital.
“And we’ve already had discussions
over how we can look to roll it out
further,” adds David, whose tenure at
the college began in June.
David says the college can further
augment its promise of education
with employment edge by maximising
opportunities that sit – literally – on its
doorstep.
With its Baltic Campus situated
next to the new six-storey Riga office
building – home to film and computer
game artwork creator Atomhawk and
Northern Gas and Power – the PROTO
digital hub and the Northern Design
Centre, David says prospects abound.
With digital students, as well as sport
and health and social care students,
already using PROTO’s technology
to enhance their education, David
reveals the college is speaking to
officials behind the planned £260
million Gateshead Quays international
conference and exhibition centre to
provide opportunities across curriculum
areas, from construction to media and
hospitality, and these are already being
realised.
“Collaboration is crucial to what we
do,” he says.
“How can you give students the very
best work experience and lifelong skills if
you don’t work in partnership?
“You absolutely have to, and that is
why community is so important to us.
“It’s all about making our students’
learning experiences better, making
their outcomes more positive and
progressing more people into successful
employment.
“Our role is ultimately about meeting
local needs first and foremost, regional
priorities and national outcomes.
“And there is a real opportunity to do
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that because we have some fantastic
organisations around us, like the Baltic
Centre for Contemporary Art, Sage
Gateshead, the council and Queen
Elizabeth Hospital.
“We’ve also got the HMS Calliope
Royal Naval reserve base down by the
river, and I’m really pleased that we’ve
recently signed the Armed Forces
Covenant to strengthen our relationship.
“They all represent wonderful
opportunities to harness our collective
community influence and take forward
a real positive future for Gateshead and
our students.
David adds: “I’m also really keen to
personally get more involved in this
community; this is the best way to
make connections which might lead to
interesting opportunities. For example, I
was walking in town recently and came
across the artist Alexander Miller.
“I went into his studio on Grey Street
to have a look around – we got chatting
and he said he would come along to the
college.
“Everywhere we look there is progress
and that means opportunity, not just for
the college but for our students too.”
Creating and retaining such links to
industry, says David, will also help the
college sit at the forefront of a new
Government skills drive.
Launched earlier this year, the
Skills for Jobs White Paper aims to
revolutionise the further education
sector by introducing a Lifetime Skills
Guarantee, which ministers say will offer
retraining for adults across the entirety
of their working careers.
“The white paper is still emerging,
and we need to see what comes of
it,” says David, who has already met
several local employers, including Ford
Engineering and Northumbrian Water,
since taking up his post.
He continues: “But we essentially
know what is at its heart – the
Government wants to ensure people
continue to reskill, upskill and learn new
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skills throughout their lives.
“And for Gateshead College, it
represents an opportunity to set a
foundation to deliver those opportunities
long into the future.
“We will lead that lifelong learning
journey, by continuing to inspire
successful student outcomes and
transforming communities through our
education provision and support, and by
continuing to deliver our employment
edge.

“Everybody
here makes a
difference to
students; that’s
what this college
is all about”
“A lot of the employers we work with
are SMEs and I’m really interested in
how we can further work with them to
shape students’ skills for the benefit of
their respective workplaces and this
might need a more creative approach.
“I’ve also spent quite a bit of time
meeting community partners and
other college principals, because, in

the emerging education landscape, it is
important we work together to drive this
positive change.
“Our collaborative approach can be
so powerful.”
He adds: “We can’t ignore that the
college has gone through some difficult
times recently but we’ve emerged as a
stronger organisation.
“And, crucially, throughout the
pandemic and Brexit, the focus
on students and their success has
remained unwavering – and the
team ethic that has delivered that will
continue taking us forward.
“This college delivers strong
outcomes; even amid a pandemic, our
achievement rate for 16 to 18-year-old
full-time students remains above 90 per
cent.
“We are delivering for employers, we
make a real difference with the highquality, skilled, work-ready individuals
we provide them with, but equally we
know we have to continue evolving.
“There is a wonderful authenticity
here, with people right at the college’s
centre, and both our students and our
community will remain at the heart of
everything we do.
“You only go two ways in life, forwards
or backwards.
“You can’t tread water and we owe it
to our students to look to the future.”
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RTC North welcomes renowned
space duo to region
RTC North last month played host to high-profile space sector leaders as it continued
its mission to inspire youngsters to learn about science, technology, engineering and
maths (STEM), and become the next generation of intergalactic leaders, entrepreneurs
and explorers.
www.rtcnorth.co.uk
@RTCNorth

RTC North
-

RTC North
runs the STEM
Ambassador
Hub North East,
ensuring that
world-leading
STEM education
is for all young
people.
For information
on how you can
get involved
with STEM, visit
https://stem.
rtcnorth.co.uk/
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RTC NORTH WELCOMED DR ANDY ALDRIN AND JIM
Christensen to inspire and educate the next generation
of space explorers.
Dr Aldrin, the son of acclaimed astronaut Buzz Aldrin,
is the president of the Aldrin Family Foundation.
Alongside his colleague Jim, former director of
education at NASA’s Kennedy Space Center and
executive director of ShareSpace Education, the pair
embarked on a whistle-stop tour of the North East,
chaperoned by the STEM Education team at RTC North.
Andy joined more than half a billion people watching
Apollo 11 land on the moon, with live television coverage
capturing the first steps taken by Neil Armstrong and
his father.
He remembers being home and watching the news
— waiting for the first images to be broadcast, so he
could watch his father take those momentous steps on
the moon.
Dr Aldrin is director of the Aldrin Space Institute
and president of the non-profit foundation which is
dedicated to inspiring children’s passions for STEM.
During his visit, he discussed his experiences of the
space programme, seeing his dad on the moon and his
own dream for the future of space exploration.
He said: “I was delighted to be in the North East to
continue our mission at the Aldrin Family Foundation,
which is to inspire the next generation of space leaders,
entrepreneurs and explorers.
“We believe in igniting a passion for STEM within
the hearts and minds of even the youngest of students,
through college and beyond.
“This unique structure ensures we have the trained
and talented workforce needed to continue exploring
deeper into space.”
Jim, as director of education at NASA’s Kennedy
Space Centre Visitor Complex, led a team that

designed and constructed the Astronaut Training
Experience (ATX Centre), an educational hub where
visitors can train like an astronaut for a day or spend a
day working in a Mars settlement simulation.
As well as visiting schools in the region, the pair
experienced Kielder Observatory and stopped by
Durham Cathedral to witness the Museum of the
Moon, a seven-meter diameter installation using NASA
imagery of the lunar surface, created by BAFTA and
Ivor Novello award-winning composer Dan Jones.
RTC North works with thousands of small businesses
in the North of England each year to help them
innovate, be more globally competitive and grow.
Jamie Ollivere, managing director of RTC North,
says: “Small innovative businesses are crying out for
young people with a talent and passion for STEM
subjects and that’s why we are so pleased to work
with the Aldrin Family Foundation and ShareSpace
Education.
“Over the last three years, Andy and Jim have
worked with thousands of our young people with the
aim of igniting an interest in science and engineering
through space exploration.
“I’d like to thank them for all they have done, and
their commitment to the schools of the North East in
particular.”

Dr Andy Aldrin, left, with Jamie Ollivere and Jim Christensen
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Newcastle United takeover
Report
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Shooting towards
new goals
You didn’t need to be a football fan to
understand what was going on.
The seismic takeover of Newcastle
United last month sent shockwaves through
the game and similar reverberations around
the city and the wider region.
With Saudi Arabia’s Public Investment
Fund – valued at around £315 billion –
taking an 80 per cent stake in the Magpies,
alongside PCP Capital Partners and RB
Sports & Media, fans can dare to dream
again.
And some are doing just that, with
the more optimistic social media posters
eagerly following the gossip merchants
and transfer whisperers to see which of the
world’s best will be first to touchdown

Words by Colin Young

on Tyneside.
The reality will look much different.
Any rise to the top of the footballing
pyramid will take time, and a fair amount
of money, as the necessary infrastructure is
implemented to build – and in some cases
rebuild – the club’s reputation at home and
abroad.
However long the timeframe, though,
Newcastle United is on a new footing.
And so, predict many, is the city it
represents and the North East as a
whole, as the investment generates new
confidence in Newcastle as a business and
leisure destination. On the field, of course,
fans are just hoping for a shot at success
after years of frustration.

A love reignited
Warren Barton became the most expensive defender
in English football when he signed for Newcastle
United in the mid-1990s. In the spiralling world of
football transfers, though, it didn’t take long for the
title to be wrested away from the full-back’s grasp.
What has never left him, however, is a love for the Magpies,
which burns as brightly today as it did 25 years ago. While
he may now live across the Atlantic, the adopted Geordie
has never forgotten his ties to Tyneside, to the extent that
he was recently involved in a Newcastle United Supporters
Trust campaign to oust former club owner Mike Ashley. The
Saudi Arabian-led takeover may have brought an end to
that endeavour, but Warren remains committed to seeing
the club rise again and provide its supporters with the same
entertainment delivered by Kevin Keegan and Sir Bobby
Robson. Here, he tells Colin Young about his enduring passion
for Newcastle United and why its recent takeover represents
huge potential for the club and the city.

4Warren Barton
could have stayed out
of Newcastle United’s
business.
He’s living in California
with wife Candy, an
interior designer, and their three grown-up
kids, Milo, Kane and Tye, keeping his UEFA
pro-licence updated with Los Angeles Blues
in the USL pro league and still earning a few
dollars as a regular pundit with Fox Sports
network.
Warren moved to the States in 2008 to
become the voice of Fox’s Premier League
and Champions League coverage, hired
for his expertise and experiences with
Newcastle United in two of world football’s
greatest competitions in the late 1990s and

2000s. The new day job with Fox meant
keeping abreast of events at his former club
and all the news back home.
So, he knew the Newcastle fans who had
changed his life, were suffering for years.
And so was his football club.
But he didn’t know how bad it was until
he visited St James’ Park with one of his
new teams and his three sons before the
pandemic hit.
“St James’ Park used to be glowing,” he
says.
“When you saw that stadium coming into
Newcastle on the train over the bridge, it
looked like a diamond gleaming over the
city.
“When I brought the kids across from
America it looked like it had been left to rot.
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“There was no cleanliness about it; it was
unrecognisable from the beautiful ground
we played in. You could feel it had been
neglected.
“When we played, whatever was going
on in the fans’ world, that place was their
light; now you look and it’s depressing.
“I wanted to show the lads what the
place meant to me, with some pride.
“But I just remember walking round the
ground with my boys thinking, ‘this is not
fair, this is not right, this is not what this
club should be.”
So, when he was approached by the
Newcastle United Supporters Trust (NUST)
to help front a new campaign to oust Mike
Ashley from the club earlier this year and,
at that stage, raise funds to buy it, Warren
was one of four key players to sign up as
guardians to the 1892 Pledge Scheme.
Gateshead MP Ian Mearns, respected
local football writer George Caulkin and
chartered accountant Lee Humble were
named as the guardians of a fund that
would raise money to rescue the club if
they were relegated from the Premier
League again.
They proclaimed: “We want to work with
new owners, whenever they emerge, and
be part of this football club. We can only
do that by raising enough money to have a
seat at the table.”
Six months on, and it looks likely that
any funds raised will be donated to charity;
Newcastle’s new owners have already
promised supporters a place on their
board; NUST is certain to have a voice.
Once he felt assured their motives were
right for the club, the city and the fans,
Warren pledged his support to the cause,
and is delighted he did so.
He says: “My first thing was to make sure
it was for the fans.
“I knew Alex Hurst from the trust and
George and there were a lot of calls
because I wanted to make sure it was the
right thing for the supporters.
“I was lucky enough to play for the club
and captain Newcastle when Alan Shearer
wasn’t available.
“I played and met fantastic people like
Gary Speed, Shay Given, Rob Lee, Aaron
Hughes and Al, and I had to say something.
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“It would have been easy to sit on the
sun lounger and do nothing. Even though
I’m 5000 miles away, I couldn’t leave the
Geordies on their own and I knew they
needed support.
“I was like that as a player; whenever the
new players came in – Nobby Solano, Alain
Goma – I always chatted to them, made
them feel part of the club from day one,
made sure their wives and families were ok,
and that they were settling in.
“It felt like the club was vulnerable and
weak, and the ownership and the whole
club was weak.
“I couldn’t let that happen because it had
given me so much and I just felt it needed
to fight back.
“I couldn’t ignore what was happening
any longer.
“And once Big Al came on board, that
was a game-changer. People started to take
it seriously then.
“And it wasn’t for our image or persona –
it’s because we care.
“I’m pleased we don’t have to use the
money, but we always said that it was for
charity and people are still pledging now.”
Warren became the most expensive
defender in English football when he
joined Newcastle from Wimbledon in
1995, the summer before Kevin Keegan’s

‘Entertainers’ narrowly missed out on the
Premier League title.
He stayed for more than seven years until
2002, playing more than 150 games under
Keegan, Kenny Dalglish, Ruud Gullit and Sir
Bobby Robson.
But it was more than the football that he
fell in love with; his relationship with the
supporters was always close because he
was always committed; as he has always
admitted, “sometimes it was good enough,
sometimes it wasn’t” and sometimes, in
teams which leaked goals, he was the
victim of the fans’ ire.
It never bothered him, though, and
the fans still loved him – ‘Warren Barton,
centre parting’ is one of the most endearing
chants of the era.
I first met Warren on the flight back from
Japan in summer 1996 when a certain Alan
Shearer was in the front of the plane, and
he sought me out in the stewardess’ section
sampling the duty frees.
I’d just joined The Sun as the North East’s
football correspondent, a big deal in those
days, and as it was my first foreign trip, I
was totally out of my depth. Typically, as I
was to discover, Warren was looking out for
the new kid in Toon and making sure I was
settling in...
For both of us, it was a period that

provided professional and personal
highlights, the establishment of lifelong
friendships and a taste of what might have
been for Newcastle United.
Warren says: “I had such a wonderful
time in the North East, playing for Kevin,
Sir Bobby, Kenny; the time we spent there
as a family was the most enjoyable part of
my life.
“Sir Bobby was a gentleman; he
understood from day one with his first team
talk what we needed.
“He just said to Alan, ‘why do you keep
facing towards us?’, and Alan said, ‘because
he (Ruud Gullit) wanted us to play sexy
football’.
“And Sir Bobby just said, ‘face the goal’,
and Al scored five in his first game.
“He ran a football club the right way,
but it wasn’t just the football; he was a
big influence on all of us and the way we
conducted ourselves because that’s the
way he was – opening doors, never late for
a meeting, treating everyone with respect.
“We once lost a game at Crystal Palace.
“We were sitting on the bus, waiting for
him, and he was talking to a steward.
“Someone shouted, ‘come on, gaffer
we’re going to miss the flight’ and he just
said, ‘hang on, I’m talking to this gentleman,
telling him how rubbish you lot have been.
We’ll go when I’m finished’.
“We used to love going to club events.
“We would want to go to schools on
an afternoon, because we knew we were
creating memories for kids and that was
down to Kevin and Sir Bobby because they
never let us forget their roots and what our
presence meant to those kids.
“And we’d always have a laugh too.”
Not everyone has welcomed Newcastle’s
change of circumstance; 18 other Premier
League clubs almost immediately voted
to change the rules regarding owners and
internal sponsorship deals.
Tellingly, only Manchester City voted
with Newcastle.
Club supporters, relieved to be rid
of Ashley after more than a decade of
treading water and “ticking along” under
Bruce, have been accused of ignoring
the Saudis’ human rights record, and in
particular the assassination of US-based

journalist Jamal Khashoggi in the Saudi
Arabian embassy in Turkey three years
ago.
Ridding the region of Ashley comes
at a price; and while there is obviously a
willingness to embrace the new owners,
particularly among supporters, Warren
and Alan Shearer have reiterated the
North East public must educate itself in
the more controversial aspects of their
background and history.
But it is difficult to quell the euphoria
which greeted the rather unexpected
announcement in early October.
The former full-back, with more grey
tints than blonde now (and no centre
parting), is convinced the future looks
bright for the black and whites – and the
whole city.
He adds: “The fact they will have their
city and their club back excites me more
than anything.
“I know we didn’t win anything, and we
failed really but we had a go, and we knew
exactly what we were trying to do.
“When you look back to that time,
Sir John had just built the Metrocentre,
the Quayside was starting to take off
and it spread from the hotels, bars and
restaurants in the city centre to Jesmond,
Gosforth, Whitley Bay; the whole region
was vibrant and exciting, and it was a joy
to be around.
“Look how much the city centre has
changed since.
“The takeover will have a knock-on

effect in Newcastle and the whole North
East again with the jobs it will create.
“The whole image of the club has
changed.
“When we played, if anyone worked
part-time or volunteered for the club,
they’d get a uniform and they wore the
badge with pride, so you’d see a taxi driver
who was a steward or a shop owner with
that Newcastle United fleece on and it
meant something to them.
“I think that connection has dwindled.
“And understandably so.
“But that love has been reignited almost
overnight.
“Someone like Allan Saint-Maximin has
not even got a taste of what it feels like to
be adored by Newcastle fans.
“He’s their hero, the one they love, like
David Ginola and Laurent Robert, and if
he keeps playing like them, they are really
going to love him.
“And he won’t have a clue what’s hit him,
if he thinks this is looking after him.
“I’ve seen Peter Beardsley being
carried down the Bigg Market on people’s
shoulders.
“I’m not saying you play the game for
that, but they are special memories.
“Just look at that Spurs game. The
atmosphere was incredible; it nearly took
your breath away, even watching it on the
TV.
“It really took me back.
“I loved every minute of my time at
Newcastle; I miss every minute.”
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When Mike Ashley was dethroned at St James’ Park
last month, the outpouring of emotion from jubilant
Newcastle United supporters was as obvious as the
black and white colours so intrinsic to the club’s shirts.
Gone was a figure of disillusionment and arriving was
great hope and excitement of on-field successes to
come. But what about off the pitch? Here, Colin Young
speaks to NE1 chief executive Stephen Patterson
about the commercial potential the Saudi Arabian-led
takeover of the Magpies carries, and what it could
mean for Newcastle and the wider region.

45

Feature

Stephen Patterson

4Stephen Patterson is the new chief
executive of NE1, the award-winning
business improvement district company
(BID) for Newcastle city centre.
Representing more than 1400
businesses across the city, NE1 has been
improving the city centre experience
and championing investment since its
formation in 2008.
Stephen Patterson is also a Newcastle
United fan.
So, when the £300 million Saudi
Arabian-led takeover was announced last
month, Stephen was ready with his cans.
And, like thousands of supporters,
46

changed his plans for the weekend
of the new regime’s unveiling before
the televised game against Tottenham
Hotspur.
“I was supposed to be down in London
with friends who are also supporters, but
we totally cancelled our plans,” he says.
“They’ve got season tickets but over the
last couple of years were more than happy
to miss matches.
“As soon as the takeover was
announced, all the chat was about being
here, in the city for the first home match,
just to enjoy the experience.”
The long-awaited occasion didn’t quite
go as planned, of course.
Spurs won 3-2 in Steve Bruce’s 1000th
game as a manager and his last as the
much-maligned boss at St James’ Park.
“It was still a brilliant day and despite
your views on Steve Bruce, I’m glad he
saw in his 1000th game at the helm of
the club he supported growing up. Even
though the result didn’t go our way, there
was no dampening the mood of the fans
and their collective optimism for the
future.” says Stephen.
But it is as the custodian of NE1, the
BID company he helped set up 13 years
ago, that Stephen really has an interest
in the future of Newcastle United, the
investment plans of the new owners and
what it will all mean for the wider city and
region.
Saudi Arabia’s Public Investment Fund,
PIF, has taken an 80 per cent stake,
with the remainder held by PCP Capital
Partners and RB Sports & Media.
PIF, the sovereign wealth fund of
the Arab nation, is valued at around
£315 billion and PIF governor Yasir AlRumayyan is the club’s new non-executive
chairman.
According to its website it “acts as the
Kingdom’s main investment arm to gather
a strategy focused on achieving attractive
financial returns and long-term value for
Saudi Arabia”.
Yorkshire-born Amanda Staveley

www.newcastlene1ltd.com

founded PCP in 2005 and, as well as
brokering the Manchester City deal,
previously tried to buy Newcastle for
£250 million from Mike Ashley, before he
pulled out of the deal. She joins the board
as a director along with husband and
financier Mehrdad Ghodoussi.
Newcastle racecourse owners, the
Reuben Brothers, own a 10 per cent stake
in the club and have made a significant
addition to their portfolio which includes
properties, shipping, metal warehousing
and the ongoing development in Pilgrim
Street.
Jamie Reuben, son of David Reuben,
who heads up the company with his
brother Simon, has also joined the club as
a director. One of his first acts in charge
was a pledge to match the cash donations
to the Newcastle West End food bank,
which has been active on match days for
as long as Ashley remained inactive at the
helm.
For fans, the new owners’ cash has the
potential not just to restore Newcastle
United to the Champions League but
bring Europe’s hallowed trophy to the
city, and finally put some silverware in the
dusty trophy cabinets.
But they will also be building on
the vibrancy of the city. And while
the relationship between Ashley and
supporters may have been broken,
throughout the Sports Direct owner’s
tenure, the club has maintained its close
ties with its neighbours and the local
authorities.
NE1 has ignited a series of changes
in Newcastle city centre, including the
multi-million-pound makeover of Central
Station and the Heritage Lottery-funded
rejuvenation of the Bigg Market. It has
also delivered city-wide events which
have been emulated across the UK,
including NE1 Restaurant Week, which
returns in January 2022.
The foundations are in place for the
new team to build on, Stephen says.
“The timing for the city couldn’t have

@NewcastleNE1

been better, coming post-COVID-19; it is
such a shot in the arm. It’s just what the
city and the wider region needed.
“We are bouncing back really strongly.
“We are currently operating at around
92 per cent footfall in the city centre,
compared against 2019, and we are nearly
back to pre-pandemic levels, which is
brilliant; compare that to London, which
stands at between 50 and 60 per cent.
“The city has huge strengths and there
is already a vast amount of investment
taking place in the city, but the club
takeover sprinkles a little bit of gold dust
on top of what is already a really strong
and compelling offer.
“As well as direct investment in the
football club, other investment will follow
as confidence in the city and its future
grows, and Newcastle moves into the top
tier of UK cities.
“Existing and new developers
from within the region, the UK and
internationally will all be buoyed by what
is happening at the club and will start
to view Newcastle in a different light,
gaining confidence and encouragement in
making new investments and acquisitions.
“Land and building prices are likely to
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rise, so too will the economic fortunes of
the city.
“We have more than 1400 businesses,
of which the football club is one and its
influence resonates beyond the confines
of St James’ Park.
“The club has been fantastic working
with the city, and the new owners have
already made it clear they intend to
strengthen these links and that their
ambitions for success and growth are for
the city, as well as the club.
“The relationship between NE1, the city
council and the football club has been
outstanding, with St James’ Park recently
hosting the return of Magic Weekend and
the Rugby League World Cup next year,
as well as historically, music concerts like
Ed Sheeran and Kings of Leon.
“Newcastle United has always been
engaged in the city centre and seen St
James’ Park as a civic asset that can
benefit the city when football matches
aren’t being played there.
“The club has been proactive and ‘up’
for St James’ Park to be used for events
that have a significant economic impact
on the city and bring something extra to
the city centre offer.
“The relationship has always been
there and has been mutually supportive,
but the most significant change the new
ownership brings is the ‘rebooting’ of the
relationship between the club and the
fans.
“The new owners have got off to a great
start, saying the right things – things that
resonate with supporters and how they
want their club to be run.”
As a keen football fan, Stephen is well
aware of the transformation Manchester
City’s Abu Dhabi-based owners made
to the area after buying the club in
2008, investing in the stadium, training
complex and vast swathes of land near its
Eastlands base.
It is now a world away from Maine Road
and Moss Side where the club resided for
so long.

@NewcastleNE1

As one of the few remaining city centre
stadiums, perhaps the same future awaits
St James’ Park?
But while St James’ Park holds a special
place in the hearts of club supporters, it
looks tired and neglected, and like the
much-loved team which tries to play in it,
re-investment is long overdue.
Stephen adds: “We would absolutely
welcome the football club investing in St
James’ Park again.
“St James’ has a fantastic vantage
point, it is the highest geographical point
of the city and can be seen for miles
around, even when approaching the
city on an East Coast Main Line train it
dominates the skyline and looks down
over the city like a medieval fortress.
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“To invest in the stadium, keeping it modern and relevant,
would be huge for the city.
“And not just for supporters but for Newcastle as a whole
because of the range of events we could attract.
“The one thing that Newcastle United supporters now have,
after our rather chequered history, is optimism and hope; hope
that is more realistic than ever.
“From a business perspective there is also a great sense of
optimism, not as a direct result of the takeover, because it is
simply too early to judge, but by the buzz that it has created in
the city.
“When speaking to businesses, it is the first thing anybody
mentions; everyone is terribly excited about what the future
holds.
“It is not just about the football club but the wider city centre
and the region in terms of potential investment.
“We are in a really good position as a city centre.
“There is a palpable sense of excitement about what will
happen, not just over the next two to three years, but over the
next ten, 20, and beyond.
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“A lot of people are referencing Manchester City, not just in
terms of the football-related investment but the investment that
has followed in Manchester; and made such a huge difference.
“What’s happened at City didn’t happen overnight and no
one is under any illusions that it will be any different here in
Newcastle.
“People know the first challenge for the club is staying in the
Premier League.
“In interviews, the owners have acknowledged there will be
investment in the stadium and the training ground, which will
require planning permission, a process that will take two or three
years at least.
“There is a sense of certainty and gravitas that comes from
their wealth that cannot be underestimated.
“Yes, they have deep pockets, but no one is expecting them to
go crazy.
“Businesses will take reassurance from the fact they are longterm investors and that there will be considerable and consistent
investment over time, which is what is needed and what,
ultimately, will lead to sustained and continuous improvement.”
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Muckle helps UK’s leading cycle
firm put growth plans in motion
Leading independent law firm Muckle LLP has supported cycling retailer Wheelbase
on an investment deal that will help the business accelerate its growth journey.
www.muckle-llp.com
@Muckle LLP

THE UK’S LEADING PREMIUM CYCLE RETAILER
Wheelbase is geared for growth after securing
investment from global retailer JD Sports, aided by
advice from the corporate team at Muckle LLP.
The business, founded in 1993, has its origins in
Cumbria and its flagship store remains in the village of
Staveley.
It also has outlets in Darlington and Ilkley, as well as a
highly successful online store, which sells a diverse range
of premium brands such as Trek, Cube, Cannondale,
Scott, Merida, Pinarello, Whyte, Focus, Nukeproof,
Cervelo, BMC, Kona and many more.
The deal, completed last month, sees JD take a
majority stake to help power the firm’s growth plans.
Officials say it will see the Wheelbase brand retained
and the existing management team continue to lead the
business.
They add it leaves the firm ideally placed to capitalise
on emerging opportunities amid a strong outlook for the
cycling industry. Wheelbase – which also lends support
to the British elite road cycling team Wheelbase MGD
and junior team Wheelbase CabTech – was advised
by award-winning corporate lawyers and partners at
Muckle LLP Philip Clare and Matthew Walsh.
Cavu Corporate Finance’s managing director Shawn
Bone and assistant director Sahil Nayyar led the deal on
behalf of shareholders.
Chris Herd, managing director of Wheelbase Lakeland
Limited, says: “We’re extremely pleased to partner
with the JD Group and the service we’ve received from
Muckle LLP in securing the deal has been second-tonone.
“Nothing was too much trouble and the team pulled
out the stops to get us over the line.”
Matthew adds: “We are proud to have supported
Wheelbase on this deal, which represents an important
milestone in their successful business journey.
“With the JD Group’s support, I am sure the team at
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Wheelbase are well on the road to greater success.
“As a leading law firm for businesses, it is fantastic to
see an already successful business going from strengthto-strength.”
Toby Dalton, commercial director of Wheelbase
Lakeland Limited, says: “When it comes to technical
expertise, the team at Muckle were on top of the detail,
guiding us through the legal process and helping us
secure this investment from the JD Group that will bring
world-class operational support to the firm.”
Shawn Bone, managing director at Cavu Corporate
Finance, says: “We are delighted to have been part of
the Wheelbase story and to have delivered an excellent
result for the shareholders, JD Group and the Wheelbase
employees.
“It has been a real pleasure to work with the
Wheelbase team and we wish them the very best for the
future.”
Lee Bagnall, chief executive of the outdoor division
within the JD Group, adds: “We are delighted to have
completed the acquisition of Wheelbase.
“We have been impressed by the capabilities of the
management team and we look forward to working with
them to enhance the cycling offer within the JD Group.”

Pictured, from left to right, are Sahil Nayyar, of Cavu Corporate Finance; Matthew Walsh, partner in the corporate
team at Muckle LLP; Chris Herd, Wheelbase managing director; and Toby Dalton, Wheelbase commercial director
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COVID-19 testing for travel –
making sense of the new regulations
With the latest changes in testing requirements for travel coming into effect on October
24, there has been much confusion over the new requirements, what tests should be
used and when. Luckily, help is at hand with North East-based specialist testing provider
Recovery4Life. Here, Lloyd van Konijnenburg, the organisation’s head of client relations,
explains the new requirements and how to keep things simple.
www.recovery4life.co.uk
@Recovery4LifeNE
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AS THE WORLD STARTS OPENING UP FOR TRAVEL,
the Government’s switch from PCR testing to lateral
flow testing, for those returning to the UK, is a welcome
change.
For those not familiar with the new testing schemes
for international arrivals, below is a brief summary:
• Day two tests are required for travellers returning to
the UK and lateral flow tests can be used and selfsampled at home. For fully vaccinated individuals
arriving in England within the first two days after
arrival, there is no requirement to take a day eight
test.
• Day eight tests are required in addition to the lateral
flow test if you are arriving in England from a non-red
list country, and you have not been fully vaccinated.
• Day five testing is no longer required.

good causes across the North East.”
The testing process is simple, and below is a brief
chronological explanation.
• Travellers order their day two test kits before they
arrive in England
• We email you a unique reference number (URN)
• We register your test kit with Public Health England
• We post your tests, with instructions on how to
sample, and register the test
• You enter the URN into the passenger locator form
• Your test is waiting for you on your return
• You self-sample and take a picture of the test result
alongside your photo ID
• You register your test online via our website
• We review the registration and issue a certificate

“This is great news for travellers, as it will make it
quicker and cheaper to travel to non-red list countries
without having to isolate on return,” says Lloyd van
Konijnenburg, Recovery4Life’s head of client relations.
“However, there has been much confusion over what
the new requirements are and concern over how tests
are being advertised and priced – with some tests being
advertised for as little as £1 but costing more than £60
at check-out.
“This is not fair, and we are committed to giving
travellers a great service at a reasonable price.
“We are delighted to be able to offer these tests at
£22.50 per test for day two lateral flow testing, and £85
for day eight PCR testing.
“Both can be purchased from www.recovery4life.
co.uk – with £1 going to our 20/20 Fund, which supports
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• We inform Public Health England of your results
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Finding the right executive talent in a changing world
With the pandemic having dramatically altered the working landscape, it has never been more
important for organisations to employ the highest calibre of candidates for top-level roles. One
company helping businesses do just so, is Newcastle-based recruitment firm NRG. Here, Ray
Williamson, an executive search consultant in its Executive Search & Selection team, tells Steven
Hugill how it is helping housing associations navigate the environment to secure exceptional
appointments.
www.nrgplc.com
@nrgplc

THE PANDEMIC HAS DONE MANY THINGS, NOT
least blur the divide between the personal and
professional elements of our lives.
Where offices and factories once defined regime,
today the employment landscape operates in
significantly greater flux.
Rather than being the principal places of work
for many, offices will be part-time locations, used in
the main for collaborating and engagement, and the
sharing of culture and information.
Those used to going in four or five days a week will,
in future, cross the threshold perhaps two or three
days a week, or even less than that.
Our homes will be a major focus of attention; for
many, they will be part-time workplaces.
And that means greater emphasis on space.
Alongside such demonstrable alterations to the
physical environment, though, so too has the impact
of coronavirus impelled individuals – including many
senior executives – to seek out post-lockdown change.
And one area where this transition is particularly
marked is across the region’s housing associations.
Significant impacts on key critical and core activities
have challenged many executive leadership teams to
re-evaluate the ‘how and why’ to deliver on the issues
faced.
Organisations’ income streams, for instance, have
been affected by potentially spiking rent arrears and
bad debts as unemployment and poverty grow.
Housing associations standings, though, mean
their financial position is relatively secure, even if
maintenance and development programmes are
forced to slow, with the knock-on effect of Brexit and
the pandemic continuing to hinder supply chains and
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skilled labour availability.
In a sense, it can be seen as an opportunity for
the sector to show its worth even more strongly,
maximising local engagement and community roots,
building on, and extending, existing community
partnerships.
For all leaders and executive teams across the
housing arena, there’s a lot to consider in the current
climate.

Even beyond the core service issues, many providers
see a need to diversify activities and products, adapt
to the digital era, engage residents and seek potential
partners, and closer links are being maintained with
support services across communities as a whole.
Many organisations are acting as a centre pin for
engagement and support through, for example, mental
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health and social services with the NHS.
NRG’s Executive Search & Selection provision
specialises in the recruitment of senior executives in
the housing arena across many key functions.
These include leadership, governance, new business
operations, development and assets transformation,
risk and service delivery.
It possesses a network that reaches far beyond the
North East and takes on projects large and small.
“Whether it be options for new business leadership,
appraisal or housing strategy refresh, we know the
sector inside out and tailor our approach to offer a
bespoke service every time,” says Ray Williamson, an
executive search consultant within NRG’s Executive
Search & Selection team.
Combined with a framework that evaluates board
dynamics and cultural make-up, NRG immerses itself
in projects and brands – in the process becoming a
client ambassador – to identify the right executive
talent for every organisation.
Taking this support into the social housing sector,
it is helping businesses recalibrate and broaden their
recruitment strategies.
“Since the first lockdown, there has been a sea
change in how people see their personal and working
lives,” says Ray.
“We are witnessing an increase in natural
retirements at senior level across the industry and the
reshaping of boards and executive leadership teams is
gaining some momentum too.”
To help organisations find the next generation of
senior leaders, many are utilising NRG’s Executive
Search & Selection team, which is led by company
managing director James Carss and sees Ray work
alongside fellow executive search consultant Scot
McHarg.
In supporting these natural changes, NRG’s search
often considers candidates, both from the region and
nationally, and is regularly successful in identifying
and attracting new talent with significant gravitas and
experience to add huge value to the boards of client
partners.
NRG has developed a real-time network of strong
and relevant candidates who have expressed an
interest in progressive senior leadership roles, with
this network constantly evolving to introduce business
leaders with high levels of energy and drive to make
a genuine impact – both within the role and the wider
organisation.
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“And that is where Executive Search & Selection
is so valuable,” says Ray, who reveals its team is also
supporting a growing trend of senior leaders taking
interim contracts before making new roles permanent.
He adds: “Our reach – we cover the whole of the
UK – means we deliver greater breadth, depth and
diversity – and we introduce clients to different sets of
candidates with a varying array of skills and leadership
qualities.
“Our processes look to identify candidates who can
evidence values and behaviours aligned to those of the
recruiting organisation.
“We are experienced in supporting ‘values-based’
assessment campaigns and incorporate the same
principles and checks within our own interview and
screening process.
“The result from this is that candidates who
progress through the process are not just aligned in
terms of skills and competencies but also their outlook
and values.
“That means we ensure any candidates hired have
values that will support effective team working and are
aligned with delivering excellent community care and
engagement.”
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What the WFH is
going on?
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As lockdown restrictions ease and some
sort of mask-less ’normality’ returns to
society, the clamour to get back to the
office is also increasing.
Only, it’s not proving that easy for
businesses and their employees.
Even the Government is struggling
to convince the civil service to return
to their desks, although Boris Johnson
and his Cabinet, and like-minded
commentators, are pushing for an end to
what former minister Jake Berry labelled
“woke-ing from home”.
Many businesses and their workers
– not to mention the civil servants – are
reluctant to dive straight into a full-scale

Words by Colin Young

return. Surveys in the UK and United
States are also showing that people
would be prepared to take a pay-cut, or
even lose benefits, to continue working
from home, or at least settle for half
of the week without the commute in
their makeshift bedroom or kitchen
workspaces.
But with ongoing office developments
towering over Newcastle, Sunderland and
Durham, and more than 1000 Whitehall
staff set to move to Darlington, the need
for a speedier return is clearly being felt.
Colin Young assesses the options for
businesses as they strive for the perfect
working space.

Finding the
right balance
More than 18 months on from the first UK lockdown, many
offices and workplaces have welcomed back staff and resumed
face-to-face operations. But a good number remain remote,
with the pandemic-inspired switch to video calls continuing to
be a constant of everyday functions. Here, Colin Young looks at
the ever-changing employment landscape and where the right
balance might be as we head further into winter.

4A number of UK companies, and the
Government, have been pushing for hybrid
working arrangements for their employees
to ease them out of working from home;
others would prefer vaccinated workers
to simply return to the office, some are
prepared to accept office-based work only
is a thing of the past.
As restrictions are eased and offices of
all shapes and sizes reopen their doors,
uncertainty prevails and many businesses,
and our civil servants, are having to
re-examine the idea of remote working
remaining an integral part of their lives.
The Future of Jobs Report, by the
World Economic Forum, last year revealed
84 per cent of employees were set to
rapidly digitise their work processes, as
a precursor to working remotely, and
businesses continued taking steps to help
their workforces adapt.
But the report also revealed that the
majority of business leaders (78 per cent)
have experienced some negative impact on
worker productivity under remote working;
and very few can see their operations
shifting to a fully remote workforce.

The pandemic forced companies and
their employees to adapt to survive and
although most surveys and reports since
the first lockdown have been positive,
working from home, or WFH, has had
significant drawbacks for some people
who have been unable to pin down a
secure work station in their house or felt
disconnected from their company and
fellow employers.
There is also the concern of mental
fatigue caused by continuous remote
working, which is why some companies
have opened their arms to hybrid working
models that allow employees to come into
the office on some days, and work from
home for the rest of the week.
The challenge for bosses is deciding
whose roles can be performed remotely,
who can be ‘rewarded’ with more flexible
arrangements, and whether they focus
on investment for remote workers, such
as improved technology and office
equipment, or on the workers prepared to
return to the office full-time?
IT teams, for example, have proved they
can work remotely, and, thanks to cloud
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technology, they can manage company
data, workloads and applications wherever
they are based.
Facebook’s recent embarrassing outage
proves this transition is not always seamless
or without complication, however.
The issue prompted Prime Minister Boris
Johnson to use his keynote speech at the
recent Conservative Party conference
in Manchester to attempt to re-align the
British workforce, and the civil service in
particular, to get back into the office and
help ensure city centres are ‘buzzing’ again,
claiming people who did not go to the
office risked being “gossiped about”.
And no wonder.
His speech coincided with the release
of Treasury figures which showed working
from home could cost the UK economy a
further £30 billion a year.
The Prime Minister said: “As we come
out of COVID-19, our towns and cities are
again going to be buzzing with life, because
we know that a productive workforce
needs that spur that only comes with faceto-face meetings and water cooler gossip.
“If young people are to learn on the job
in the way that they always have and must,
we will and must see people back in the
office.”
He has support in the Tory ranks – not
least among Daily Mail columnists who
have spent much of the last few months
pillorying civil servants for working from
home, while writing columns working from
home – and among his Cabinet.
Chancellor Rishi Sunak has also been
vocal about people returning to the office
to spark productivity and lift footfall for
retail and hospitality businesses.
Minister for London Paul Scully said
it was unlikely the Government would
tell people to work from home again this
winter, while new party chairman Oliver
Dowden urged civil servants to “get off
their Pelotons and back to their desks” in
one of the less sympathetic press briefings
in Manchester.
Scully said: “I think we have various other
interventions to make sure we can tackle
any spikes and outbreaks; I hope we don’t
see the need to go to Plan B.
“Plan A is very much trusting people
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to do the right thing and giving people
back their lives again and that includes
workplaces.
“I think there is a natural balance that is
gradually being found with hybrid working,
so I don’t think we’re going to necessarily
need to push people back to their houses.
“I think we’ve weakened the link
significantly between case numbers and
hospitalisations and deaths.”
The solutions may lie in the
Government’s own survey into home
working among civil servants, by Leesman,
which noted a hybrid version is the
preference for workers across the country.
In July last year, Leesman measured the
home working experience of nearly 26,000
UK Civil Service employees from the 19
Government departments and agencies.
And 73 per cent of civil servants said
they would prefer to work remotely for
three or more days of the week and that
the perception of home working proved
more positive during the pandemic for 70
per cent.
But only 67 per cent were satisfied with
the desk or table and 35 per cent did not
have a dedicated workspace.
When it comes to personal productivity
and access to information, shared ideas and
knowledge, the figures are in the 80s.
Leesman’s Office Survey and Home
Working Survey and Module (September
2020) also shows that employees with
dedicated offices reported the best home
working experience, while those working
in areas not intended for work reported the
worst.
It says: “From individual, desk-based
work to creative thinking and unplanned
meetings, the more variety in types of work
activities, the more challenging it is for
their work environment to support those
different needs.
“This ‘activity complexity’ for an
employee’s role has a significant impact
on their workplace experience, whether at
home or in the office.
“We have found that employees in
low complexity roles had the best home
working experience, while those working
in high complexity roles were the least
positive.”

Centre for Cities, the leading think tank
aiming to improve the economies of the
UK’s towns and cities, which was set up
in 2005 by Lord Sainsbury of Turville as
an independent non-partisan research
organisation, is constantly assessing the
Government’s post-pandemic methodology.
And Paul Swinney, director of policy and
research, says workers leaving the back
bedrooms and kitchen tables for offices
can play a major role in the recovery of
the region’s high streets, which have seen
existing difficulties compounded by the
pandemic.
He says: “Weekday footfall in the North
East’s city centres has strongly rebounded
this year.
“By the last week of September, weekday
footfall in Sunderland was approaching prepandemic levels, at 93 per cent of March
2020.
“It is a similar story in Newcastle and
Middlesbrough, where footfall is now at 87
per cent and 86 per cent of pre-pandemic
levels, respectively.
“To put this in a national context, average
weekday city centre footfall across all UK
cities was just 67 per cent of pre-pandemic
levels by the end of September, so cities in
the North East are closer to returning to a
pre-pandemic normal than elsewhere.
“What we have to remember, though, is
that a bounce back to March 2020 levels is
a recovery to a relatively weak position.
“Even before COVID-19, there was
concern about the performance of the
high street, and there is much work to be
done to increase the amount of footfall and
spend.
“To do this, Sunderland, Newcastle and
Middlesbrough all need to attract more
higher skilled, higher paying office-based
jobs and give people the support and
training to get these jobs.
“In doing so, this increases the amount
of money in people’s pockets and footfall
on the high street, and it should be a key
component of the Government’s levellingup agenda.”
An example of Paul’s philosophy in
action is HyHubs, which offers alternatives
to the traditional office at bases in Byker,
Gateshead and Newcastle city centre.

Promoting community, collaboration
and co-working, it promises to ‘reimagine’
the workspace, with its offer already taken
up by firms including digital consultancy
whyaye.
The firm moved into its first ‘office’ in
Byker’s Hoults Yard after growing its team
from one to more than 40 in less than two
years, thanks to work alongside one of
Silicon Valley’s key software platforms.
Many of its employees work from
homes across the North East, while
others do likewise across the UK or are
embedded in client teams.
“We believe people need to enjoy their
time at work, and we strive to find the
‘yay’ in every day,” says chief executive
Maureen Robson Norman, who launched
the business in 2019 alongside Anna Bisset
and Lisa Smith.
“Although our way of working was

going well, we felt we needed some way
– or somewhere – for the team to come
together to collaborate properly.
“I was born and bred in Walker, so
knew the Byker area well, and wanted
to contribute in some way to its ongoing
regeneration.
“We don’t call it an office, it’s more
of a co-creation hub, and is designed to
promote collaboration, rather than a place
to work 9am to 5pm.”
And the flexibility of space, such as that
afforded by HyHubs, and the suppleness
of operations like those at whyaye, may
well be called on again this winter, with
stubborn numbers of COVID-19 cases –
which had risen to levels not seen since
March as North East Times prepared to go
to print – prompting medical officials to
warn of a long few months ahead.
Indeed, Dr Jenny Harries, chief

executive of the UK Health Security
Agency, has called for a “balance”
between home and office-based working,
warning that ordering everyone back to
their desks was not “responding to how
individuals want to view their work”.
“If everybody returned immediately to
work without due consideration, then I
think it’s likely we would see more cases
over a short period of time, depending
on whether they were wearing face
coverings, or whether they were taking
appropriate precautions,” she told Times
Radio.
“People in the UK have sort of grin and
born their infectious disease and then
gone into work and spread it around.
“I’m hoping as we go through winter,
people, when they are symptomatic, will
generally recognise that and stay away –
and be supported to do so.”
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As increasing numbers of workers return to their
offices, so too do team building and bonding exercises.
Many of these services closed due to the pandemic
or were forced to go online, and a good number of
businesses have since too gotten out of the habit of
providing such fun days aimed at improving office
unity. The easing of restrictions, though, has allowed
the likes of CSI Training and Events Ltd to go back
on the road and sprinkle their ‘magic fingerprint
dust’. Colin Young meets two former crime scene
investigation officers with a grisly tale or two to tell.

Words by Colin Young									

4Angela Davies and Dionne Watson
aren’t used to confessions.
They never really needed them as
crime scene investigators (CSIs) with
Northumbria Police; colleagues and
prosecutors relied instead on the forensic
evidence it was their job to collate,
present and protect.
But these two vastly experienced and
highly trained CSIs have a confession of
their own to make after nearly ten years in
business together.
The two friends and business partners
are providing their unique and very
important team-bonding courses as
thousands begin to return to the office
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and come to terms with seeing and
working face-to-face with colleagues
again.
But they admit they have made the
decision to move out of their base at
The Victoria Building, within Teesside
University’s Middlesbrough campus, and
run their expanding business from their
homes; Angela in Redcar, and Dionne in
Hebburn.
Like many, they have adapted to
working from home and recognised that
CSI can function and flourish without the
need of a dedicated office, and that they
can still meet up, virtually or in person,
before and after they go out on the road.

Photography by Christopher Owens

“The incubation unit we used was
fantastic, but they started to repurpose
the ground floor,” explains Angela.
“We had already temporarily moved to
home working, prior to the first lockdown,
and it has been working well for us, so we
will continue in the short-term.
“Yes, we are working from home, but
we can organise events remotely together,
we can work at each other’s houses, do
our own stuff, deliver events together and
have a lot of fun doing it.
“There are aspects of having an office
we miss – but we don’t miss the commute
and that has saved significant time,
particularly for Dee.
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hours. The importance of team is there,
no matter what.”
Angela and Dionne met and became
friends as students at Teesside University,
both graduating in 2008 and joining
Northumbria Police.
They eventually worked together in
Sunderland where Dionne spent the
majority of her service, while Angela
had been based in Northumberland and
Gateshead beforehand.
Four years into their careers, the police
force was hit by cutbacks and the two
women took the leap to set up their own
business, initially focusing on courses
for children, with the aim of encouraging
them to go into STEM subjects and
careers.
“We both loved the crime scene
investigation work; the actual job itself,
practical aspects, going to the scene,
recovering evidence, interacting with
victims, knowing you are helping them in
some way, it’s brilliant.
“It is a really good job, and it is so
varied.
“You never know what you are going to
be doing, not just from day-to-day, but it
can change within a couple of hours.
“However, the redundancies changed
the landscape of the job, so we moved
on.”
Their start-up was backed by Teesside
University and advisers were on hand to
help with business plans, portfolios and
support on how to expand and develop
their business and create websites, logos
and workshops.
Concerned the business was
concentrating on schools when the
national education budget was also being
cut, they expanded into corporate events,
training and consultancy work.
As well as their tailored events, the
duo have two very popular off-the-shelf
team-building events they provide for
businesses – Cluedunnit, their take on a
popular board game, and their murder
mystery game Whodunnit.
These full-day or half-day sessions, for
teams of six up to 100-plus, start with
participants dressing up in full CSI outfits,
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“During the pandemic, it was really
strange for Dee and I to spend so much
time apart.
“We still spoke to each other on Zoom,
of course, but it isn’t the same, so it has
been great to get back to our friendship
and being on the road, because we always
have a laugh.”
The irony of now working from home,
while helping people come to terms with
doing the opposite, is not lost on the pair.
But they are providing an important
service as office workers across the nation
make, what will be for many, the difficult
step back into the once normal and taken
for granted daily working environment.
Many will have met, or have still to
meet for the first time, as the number of
companies opening their doors steadily
increases – while the COVID-19 infection
rate shows no sign of abating and may
eventually force another change in
Government policy on mask-wearing and
social interactions.
Angela says: “Working from home
meant a significant shift for people and
some of the skills may have been left
behind 18 months ago.
“It is about reintegrating and rebonding, which is the idea behind
our events; to bring people together
and rediscover those key skills for the
workplace.
“We delivered a number of events over
the summer, and you can sense the relief
for people gaining that freedom and
liberation and engagement with other
people who are so happy to be back to
some sort of normality.
“At first it was a little overwhelming,
dealing with large groups again, and of
course we were conscious of COVID-19,
but that’s the beauty of our events – we
bring full PPE, making them safe for
everyone.
“It was also very liberating to be back
on the road, travelling together and
helping people.
“It is not easy for people; it is a
culture shock going back to the office,
commuting again, which adds to your
day, getting back into structured working
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including suits, face masks, overshoes and gloves, and Dionne
admits this part of the day is the perfect scene-setter to set the
tone and open participants’ eyes to the world of crime scene
investigation.
“Kids and adults love the dressing-up part,” she says.
“It always gets them excited, and it doesn’t matter how old
they are. It always creates a nice atmosphere, the minute you get
the suits out, and sometimes we will give this a competitive edge
by timing teams.”
The new ‘recruits’ then take each other’s fingerprints – “a nice
icebreaker because quite often people haven’t met and it gets
them talking,” says Dionne.
“There is a real skill to it,” she adds.
“So, we quite often add a competitive edge to that as well.
“Also, when we teach them CSI skills, and get the different
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brushes out, it’s like magic,” adds Angela.
“Adults love that just as much as the kids.”
Before and after the groups are let loose on their
investigations, which include ‘a dead body’ (mannequin or
skeleton depending on event) and various clues and pieces
of forensic evidence, the pair conduct a question and answer
session.
And with years of experience covering murders, suicides,
air crash investigations and thousands of burglaries, they have
plenty of anecdotes and grisly, fascinating stories.
The sights, scenes and smells they describe when we meet just
outside Middlesbrough for coffee leave plenty to the imagination.
And the younger the audience, the braver the query – although
the pair are always sensitive to people who may have been
victims of crime.
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Dionne says: “One of the differences
between us and our competitors is we
have actually experienced crime scenes
and disaster work, and people are
genuinely surprised we have done that in
real life.
“We get a million-and-one questions.
“When we do the courses in schools,
some of the younger ones are not afraid
to ask questions.”
“We have to look at the teacher and say,
‘can we answer this one?’”
“‘What’s the worst thing you’ve ever
smelt?’,” adds Angela, whose answer
features grease, discarded food and a
deceased canine.
“That’s always a popular one. Some
people love that… gore, others just don’t,
so you must read the room and there’s
always a health warning.
“When we started, we were conscious
that we were trying to keep things too
realistic to the job, but our aim is not to
turn everyone into a CSI, it’s about have a
true to life experience, while having fun.
“There has to be some artistic licence
and we recognise it has to fit within a
business world, so our events have been
adapted to ensure delegates get a fun
experience while utilising and developing
the skills an investigator needs to crack a
case, which can then be applied back at
the office”
The pandemic forced Angela and
Dionne to add to their portfolio and

during lockdown they launched their new
digital company, Crime Scene Assist, and
their first digital product, Crime Scene
Assistant, a forensic awareness app for
frontline responders.
The app is starting to take off and
gather traction, selling internationally
in Europe, the United States, Canada,
Thailand and the Philippines.
It is also popular with universities – the
business currently licences to seven in the
UK and Ireland.
Dionne says: “The app is for frontline
responders, police paramedics, fire
officers, security officers, social workers,
bouncers – anyone with the potential
to be in contact with a crime scene in
their profession and who often don’t get

training and preparation.
“The app is there to fill that gap.”
Being on the road and delivering in
person is CSI Training and Events’ bread
and butter, and the blood pumping
through it – or left lying at the scene of
the crime.
Angela says: “Things have been tough
but there’s a real determination to keep
going.
“We started in a recession when cuts
were being made to public funding, but
we managed to set up and keep going in
that period and that’s pretty amazing.”
“And, we have a good laugh,” adds
Dionne.
“You need a pretty dark sense of
humour in this business…”
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Closing this month’s issue of North East Times, Sarah Slaven, managing director at Business Durham – the
economic development arm of Durham County Council – highlights the huge potential of the next phase
in Sedgefield-based NETPark’s expansion and explains how the organisation has helped firms during the
pandemic, and how it will maintain its support going forward.
www.businessdurham.co.uk				

4Plans were recently approved to expand NETPark, with the
blueprint – backed by £50 million investment from Durham
County Council – including an ambition to create more than 1200
jobs. Just how important is the hub to County Durham’s business
landscape, and how will its growth help the area’s commercial
sector post-COVID-19?
NETPark is one of the UK’s premier science, engineering and
technology parks, and is a hugely important innovation asset for
County Durham and the North East.
It provides world-class infrastructure, facilities and support
to enable companies engaged in science and research and
development to compete with the best in the world.
We are seeing a real demand for the specialist facilities
on-site from companies that want to grow, scale-up and
commercialise their operations, and the expansion will enable us
to accommodate this growing demand, both from established
businesses and from companies looking to be part of NETPark’s
collaborative innovation community.
The next phase of growth will bring more well-paid, highlyskilled jobs; help retain graduate talent; increase research and
development opportunities, including commercialisation of
innovation from our universities and businesses; and ultimately
cement NETPark’s reputation.

4Staying on the topic of the pandemic, how have you
supported businesses during the last 18 months to navigate the
threat of coronavirus? And how difficult has it been to operate in
such a changeable landscape?
County Durham businesses have displayed significant resilience in
rising to the challenges.
Indeed, many of them have demonstrated tremendous agility,
adaptability and innovation, which has enabled them to adapt how
they work or diversify to survive.
It has been crucial throughout that those businesses have been
able to get the right support, which is where Business Durham has
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been able to help.
From early in the pandemic, businesses were being bombarded
by information from the Government and many other sources.
One of the first things we did was use our existing links with
businesses to direct them to the information they needed and the
support available.
In January, Durham County Council launched the Durham
Business Recovery Grant, designed and delivered by the team at
Business Durham.
The scheme has supported 339 businesses across County
Durham to overcome challenges caused by the pandemic and
helped safeguard more than 3500 jobs.

4Looking to the end of this year and ahead to 2022, what plans
do you have in place to further support business growth and
attract new investment to County Durham?
There are plenty of opportunities on the horizon, particularly in
emerging sectors such as the green economy, the space sector
and through increasing digitalisation.
However, there are also lots of challenges as the global
economy recovers from the pandemic.
At Business Durham, we continue to review and adapt the
support we offer businesses to help meet those challenges and
take forward opportunities.
To support growth and expansion, our Finance Durham Fund
offers flexible debt and equity finance, and grants are available
through the County Durham Growth Fund for businesses investing
in new premises or capital equipment.
The importance of innovation has been highlighted through the
pandemic and now, more than ever, we need businesses that are
willing to innovate, as well as business owners and leaders with
ideas and ambition.
The Durham Future Innovation Building Programme and the
Durham Ambitious Business Start-Ups and Durham City Incubator
schemes are all aimed at helping innovative and enterprising
individuals and companies establish and grow in County Durham.
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