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Chloe Holmes reflects on the year we have ahead,
and our resolute commitment to listening, adapting,
evolving and raising the bar for regional print.

4Our mission
We are an independent North East
publication and share the stories of
businesses and individuals making an
impact in the region.
We want to inspire you, the founders,
thinkers, leaders and game-changers.
It takes our small (but perfectly formed!)
team four weeks to produce every edition
of North East Times, and the curation,
interviews, copywriting, proofreading,
design, marketing, project management
and distribution is all managed by us inhouse.
When you work with us, champion
us, give us a shout out on social, refer
a business to us, or simply pick up the
magazine and read an interview, you are all
supporting our mission.
In a digital-focused world, the power
of print is stronger than ever, as everyone
recognises the importance of taking a
pause and switching off.
We aren’t a big corporation; we are
a team of North East born-and-bred
individuals who genuinely care about
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making waves for our region, showcasing
our aptitude, connecting and supporting
businesses, and spotlighting us on a
national stage.
This will always run through the
blueprint of everything we do.
We have listened to you
We believe we all must play a part
in looking after the planet for future
generations.
And so, we are continuously reviewing
our impact on the environment, and work
collaboratively with our print partner to
understand the materials and processes
that contribute to the production of North
East Times.
Our publication is printed by Stephens
& George Limited, a fourth-generation,
award-winning printer based in Merthyr
Tydfil, South Wales, which is a specialist
in sheet-fed lithographic printing of
magazines, brochures and programmes.
North East Times is produced using
vegetable-based inks combined with
innovative chemical-free plate and

Heidelberg press technology.
All papers are sourced from wellmanaged, sustainable forests and Stephens
& George’s vast supply chain holds many
environmental accreditations.
In addition to this, they hold a Climate
Change Agreement along with ISO14001,
ISO9001, FSC, PEFC and offer Carbon
Balancing via The World Land Trust.
They achieved an E2B Silver award for
energy improvements along with an E2B
Gold award for recycling; 98.5 per cent of
all their waste is recycled.
We have popped some information and
available resources at the end of the article
for further reading, if you are interested.
And we have listened to you!
As of this month, and going forward, we
have changed the way we distribute North
East Times.
With durability and longevity in mind,
we have switched our magazine wrappers
from polythene to a paper-based product.
These can be recycled easily at home and/
or at a place of work.
We distribute our titles in partnership
with Royal Mail’s delivery networks, to

minimise additional transportation, and
even as we look to reintroduce our mass
distribution, we are considering how we do
this in the most effective way.
We hope you will work with us, care for
the environment and recycle responsibly,
or even better, keep your magazine and
come back to it when you are looking
for your next inspiration. Every issue’s a
keeper!
Celebrating the region
We are so proud to be part of the regional
business community, and the last two
years have ignited a resilience in us that we
perhaps didn’t know existed.
Through all the ups and downs, we
have been inspired every single day by the
innovation, collaboration and solidarity of
the businesses and individuals in the North
East.
You have risen to every challenge,
adapted to every setback, and
demonstrated the legendary grit of the
North East time and time again.
And through the most challenging times,

we have had an opportunity to reflect on
our purpose and the future of North East
Times, relaunching with a new direction
just over a year ago.
We have embraced a new way of
thinking about regional print and how it
should evolve for the next generation.
As always, if you have any observations,
ideas or constructive criticism about how
we can do things better – please get in
touch!
We thank you, and indeed everyone who
has supported us, for your unwavering
encouragement in 2021; you have kept us
going.
It continues to be a privilege for our
team to play a small part in telling the
stories of the North East, and there is no
slowing down.
Here’s to a brighter year.
Chloe Holmes
Partnership and marketing manager
www.lovepaper.org/support
www.twosides.info
www.stephensandgeorge.co.uk
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As we embrace January and look ahead to another year,
Steven Hugill says that while the future remains impossible to predict,
our region remains very much forward-thinking, with a business
community at the forefront of positive change…

Hello and welcome to this edition of
North East Times – the first of a year
that, like the previous two, promises
nothing if not great uncertainty.
We ended 2021 wrestling with
the growing threat of the Omicron
COVID-19 strain, and we pick up 2022
with the spectre of coronavirus still
haunting our everyday routines.
At this juncture, nobody can predict
what the future – even in the very
short-term – holds with any great
authority.
However, what we can say with
conviction here at North East Times,
is that we will continue doing what we
do best.
That means acting as the voice of
– and for – the North East business
community, championing our region
and its many talented individuals and
progressive companies, campaigning
for further Government support to
maximise our potential, and creating
a platform for informed debate and
discussion.
And we start right here in this issue.
Our Futures List – depicted on the
front of the magazine by our cover

star Ellen McCann – is the perfect
reflection of our commitment.
From the worlds of built environment
to creativity, digital, entrepreneurship,
healthcare, hospitality, manufacturing,
marketing, media, technology and
sport, we highlight the people we
believe are primed to make a huge
impact in 2022 and beyond.
Ours is a region that has long led
the way when it comes to pioneering
change and success, and our Futures
List is all about celebrating that.
You can find out the complete lineup from pages 51 to 63.
Our list, of course, is not exhaustive;
we appreciate there are swathes of
individuals and organisations doing
tremendous things up and down
our region and, as we move through
this year and those to come, we will
spotlight those people and businesses
too.
The focus on the future is reflected
in our other main features too, which
both look at the changing energy scene
and the need to act now before the
climate emergency becomes a full-on
crisis.

To do so, we speak to sustainability
consultant Anna-Lisa Mills, who
is director of Newcastle-based
SmartCarbon Ltd.
She lays bare the realities of our
existing environmental landscape
and explains why the business world
must take the lead following what
she believes were rather inadequate
outcomes of the COP-26 summit.
We also highlight the story of
Northumberland offshore engineer
Osbit, which, after late last year
becoming a founding member
company in the Venterra Group, is
looking ahead to 2022 and beyond with
great ambitions to make further strides
in the offshore energy sector.
Already a leading player across the
industry, joint managing directors
Robbie Blakeman and Brendon
Hayward tell us about their blueprint
to create jobs and increase the firm’s
presence across the domestic and
international renewables markets.
I hope you enjoy this issue.
Steven
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Fresh wind in the sails

Painting a different
kind of landscape

FUTURES LIST

Taking the lead on
climate action

Level with us, Boris

Actioning the change
we need

p. 051-063
p. 070-073
p. 074-081

Of the many buzzwords and fluffy phrases used by the
Government, ‘levelling-up’ is one of the more successful.

World leaders are meant to do just that – lead. But
increasingly it feels that, on the climate crisis at the very
least, there is precious little leadership to be seen.

Ours is a region synonymous with pioneering deeds. From
Stephenson’s Locomotion No 1 that gave birth to the railways
in 1825, to Joseph Swan’s literal lightbulb moment and Charles
Hesterman Merz’s high-voltage AC power distribution venture,
which acted as a forerunner to the National Grid, the North
East has always pushed the boundaries.

The North East has long pioneered change. From the cradleto-grave pitmen, who cleaved the coal that fired a revolution;
to the once bustling shipyards that allowed international
connectivity to steam ahead; the iron and steel plants that
forged superstructures the world over; and the present – and
ever-growing – digital and technology sector, ours is a region
with a track record for making things happen.

Osbit has been a recognised player in the offshore wind
sector for a good number of years, but its presence
was catalysed late last year when it became a founding
member of the Venterra Group.

Words by Steven Hugill

Words by Steven Hugill

Words by Colin Young & Chloe Holmes

Words by Vicki Henderson

Words by Steven Hugill

Words by John McCabe

p. 030-037

The Government’s ‘levelling-up’ agenda has long been
heralded by ministers as the silver bullet that will address
disparities and put our region on a more even footing
with others.

Contents

p. 020-021
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Hitachi Rail on track with
£2 billion HS2 work

Business briefing

Manufacturing

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

FUJIFILM Diosynth Biotechnologies in good health with 350-job
expansion plan
Health
A life sciences firm behind a COVID-19
vaccine has unveiled plans to create up to
350 jobs in a £400 million expansion.
FUJIFILM Diosynth Biotechnologies is
doubling development and manufacturing
space at its Billingham base, which it says
will create the UK’s biggest production
site of its kind.
It says the commitment represents
the “largest investment in British
biopharmaceutical manufacturing for
decades”.
According to its blueprint, the
expansion will further boost vaccine
manufacturing – the company is already
working with Novavax to create up to 60
million doses of COVID-19 inoculation
– bolster gene therapy production work
“ten-fold” and strengthen antibody
treatment projects.
Paul Found, chief operating officer

[pictured], said: “It’s our vision for the
Billingham site to be the beating heart
of the rapidly expanding North East life
sciences ecosystem, and this investment
will create up to 350 highly-skilled jobs
and additional benefits across the local
and national supply chains.”
He confirmed its new facilities are
expected to open in late 2023.
Martin Meeson, chief executive,
added: “We all know there has never
been a more important time to invest in
biopharmaceuticals.
“And £400 million signals our intent
to respond to customers’ needs with
flexibility and agility to help solve
public health demands and deliver the
medicines and vaccines of tomorrow.
“We are adding the capacity and
latest technologies within one campus
to build an offering that will deliver novel
promising treatments to patients for
years to come.”
The company previously announced
plans to expand viral vector and gene
therapy work in Darlington, with
laboratories to support the production of
investigational gene therapies in earlystage clinical trials.
It says those laboratories have now
begun operations, with manufacturing
due to start in spring this year.
• A shot in the arm: Teesside’s dose
of innovation in the fight against
COVID-19 – Read our interview with
FUJIFILM Diosynth Biotechnologies’
chief operating officer Paul Found and
global chief financial officer Michael
Lyons about its Novavax work at
www.netimesmagazine.co.uk
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250-job boost as alliance
secures wind farm work
Engineering
Hundreds of jobs will be created
after an engineering consortium
secured a major Scottish offshore
wind farm deal.
Smulders expects to add 250
staff to its Wallsend yard over
the next 18 months as it delivers
huge structures for the 85-turbine
Moray West development.
Working alongside partner
Siemens Energy under its Iemants
subsidiary, the North Tyneside
firm will deliver two substation
platforms for the renewables
scheme, with production
expected to start in the second
quarter of this year.
And North East Times can also
reveal the contract, announced at
December’s Offshore Wind North
East event, held in Sunderland’s
Beacon of Light, will benefit other
regional firms too.
An element of the project will
be delivered by Wynyard-based
Barrier Architectural Services,
with Darlington’s MTE – known
for making fire and blast walls for
offshore structures – working as a
sub-contractor.
Tom Coosemans, general
manager of Smulders Projects
UK, said the deal marks another
success for the operator,
which previously made jacket
foundations for the Moray East
wind farm. He added: “Moray
West allows us to kickstart
further projects.”

A trainbuilder will help make
“Europe’s fastest” rolling stock
after securing a £2 billion joint
venture deal.
Hitachi Rail will assemble and
fit out more than 50 all-electric
HS2 trains from its factory
in Newton Aycliffe, County
Durham. The work, alongside
partner Alstom, is expected to
create and support more than
2500 jobs nationally, including
a good number of new posts at
Hitachi’s plant [pictured below]
in the region. Manufacturing
work is expected to start in 2025.
According to the terms of the
deal, Hitachi’s Aycliffe plant will
make rolling stock bodies, which
will be moved to Alstom’s Derby
factory for the installation of
interiors and electrics and the
fitting of bogies. Bosses say the
trains – which could hit speeds
of up to 225 mph – are set to run
on phase one of HS2 between
London and Birmingham, as well
as the existing rail network.
Andrew Barr, Hitachi Rail
group chief executive, said: “We
are excited to be pioneering the
next generation of high-speed
rail in the UK.
“This British-built bullet train
will be the fastest in Europe, and
I am proud of the role we will
play in helping improve mobility.”
Nick Crossfield, Alstom’s
managing director for the UK and
Ireland, added: “HS2 is a oncein-a-generation opportunity to
build a sustainable transport
system fit for the 21st century.”

Pictured, from left to right, are WilliamsAli’s Phil
Williams and Tristan Woolcock; Darren Norton, of
Tyne Tees Vehicle Repair Group; and Paul Bell, of Short
Richardson Forth

Elmtronics’ Natasha Fry with Costain’s Richard Jones.
They are pictured next to one of the firm’s new charging
points at its Maidenhead office

Firm looks to drive on after deal

Elmtronics supports
Costain’s power shift

Transport

Technology
A family-owned car and van
maintenance company is eyeing fresh
growth after being taken over by a
national operator.
Washington-headquartered Tyne Tees
Vehicle Repair Group is now part of
Steer Automotive Group.
Under the terms of the deal, owner
and managing director Darren Norton
has joined Midlands-based Steer, and
will “play a key role in the group’s future
strategy to broaden its footprint inside
and outside the North East”.
Phil Williams and Abu Ali, of
Newcastle’s Williams Ali Corporate
Finance, supported the takeover’s
completion, with legal advice provided
by Paul Bell and the team at Short
Richardson Forth.
Emma Glover and Beth Ramsden,
of Peppercorn Tax, provided further
support.

A County Durham electric vehicle
charging point company is working with
a national engineer to lower its carbon
footprint.
Elmtronics is fitting power hubs across
Costain’s UK-wide office estate.
The Consett-based business has
already fitted stations at Costain’s
Maidenhead and Manchester offices,
with further installations planned across
the next three years.
Natasha Fry, Elmtronics’ associate
consultant, said: “Choosing the
appropriate, future-proofed charge points
for any business is crucial to protect its
investment and supporting it to keep its
electric vehicle fleet on the road.
“We’re delighted to be supporting
Costain’s team to understand the most
appropriate infrastructure for
their sites.”

Jobs joy as Accenture bolsters Northern operations
Technology
A global professional services firm has revealed plans to create 3000 jobs – with a
significant number earmarked for the North East.
Accenture will boost its Newcastle office as part of a wider recruitment strategy over
the next three years. It says half the roles will be based outside London – expanding the
company’s presence in the North East, as well as Manchester, Leeds and Edinburgh – in
the process, adding to an existing 11,000-strong UK team.
Officials say the new posts have been driven by a rise in demand for services across
areas that include cloud engineering, cybersecurity and data.
Allan King, Accenture’s head of North East operations, added: “We’re proud
Newcastle is set to play an important role within our ambitious growth plans.
“The role of technology has skyrocketed, especially since the pandemic, and we’re
excited to see how the next few years will unfold.”
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Land & Water makes
regional move

Partnership to hoist port’s
eco-friendliness

Engineering

Logistics

A civil engineer has expanded into the
North East.
Land & Water has opened a base in
Newcastle.
The move comes as the business
works on a number of contracts across
the region, which include a framework
deal with the Environment Agency
to deliver work including waterway
vegetation clearance.
Kevin Kirkland, Land & Water’s
construction director, said:
“Opening up our Northern hub is
incredibly significant, as it shows
our commitment to North East
development and maintaining and
enhancing the UK’s waterways for
years to come.
“We are extremely proud to be
cementing ourselves as one of the
leading wet civil engineering firms in
the North.”

A port operator has embarked on
a project to lift its cranes’ green
credentials.
PD Ports is working with
Konecranes to convert four
diesel-driven rubber tyre gantry
cranes to electric power.
The move marks the first
phase in a wider £2 million-plus
electrification drive, which the
Teesport operator says will help it
become carbon neutral by 2027.
The work – which bosses say
will extend the cranes’ use by a
decade – will be finished early
this year.
Frans Calje, PD Ports’
chief executive, said: “The
implementation of cleaner energy
supplies is another step in our
plan to elevate the River Tees to
the UK’s most successful port
region by 2050.”

Duo welcomed to propel
Mazars’ digital hub
Finance
A tax, audit and advisory firm has
created a technology and digital
centre of excellence.
Mazars has launched the hub at its
Newcastle office and has welcomed
Simon Withington and Ahmed Hany to
drive its growth.
The duo have arrived from Sage,
with Simon taking on a lead IT audit
and risk offering role, and Ahmed
leading Mazars’ audit data analytics
services.
Asam Malik, partner and head of
technology and digital, said: “With
these senior appointments, and
the establishment of a centre of
excellence, we are committing to our
long-term aspiration to be the leading
technology professional services firm
in the region and beyond.”
16

Peterlee’s VBites primed to grow following German support
Manufacturing

Façade firm confident of new
growth
Manufacturing

Hundreds of jobs are expected to be created after a plant-based food firm secured
“transformational” German investment.
VBites, founded and led by Heather Mills, says it will increase production at its
factory in Peterlee, east Durham, following family-owned Pfeifer & Langen’s move to
snap up 25.1 per cent of the business.
It says the partnership will help boost sales of VBites’ cheeses and fish-free and meatfree products.
Heather said: “We are delighted to have found a partner that shares our values and
ambition for the plant-based movement.
“Our output has doubled in the last 12 months and with that growth set to continue,
we are very pleased to be working with a partner that specialises in large-scale food
manufacturing.”
VBites exports to more than 20 countries and counts operators including Dominos,
Ocado, Morrisons and Greencore among its customers.

A façade company has tripled turnover
in a year – and plans to double the figure
again over the coming 12 months.
Aspect Facades, in Newton Aycliffe,
County Durham, saw annual income hit
£3.3 million in the period to March 2021,
and expects to hit £7 million by the end of
its latest financial year.
Dan Parker, managing director, says
it is benefiting from increased demand,
which has allowed the firm to create nine
jobs and take staff numbers to 21. He
also attributes its success to work with
business coach Ian Kinnery.
Dan said: “Ian has provided so much
support and encouragement to a
young leadership team, showing us all
the importance of development and
planning.”

A miner has pledged to keep delivering “world first” work after securing a fresh
25-year operational licence it expects will create around 200 jobs.
ICL Boulby has won approval from North York Moors National Park
Authority planners to continue processing minerals from its underground tunnels at
Boulby, in east Cleveland. Officials say the decision will allow it to ramp up extraction
of the polyhalite fertiliser, which is reputed for encouraging strong crop growth,
alongside long-standing salt mining.
Andrew Fulton, ICL Boulby’s vice president and general manager, said: “This will
enable us to exploit our position as the world’s first and only producer of polyhalite,
and is good news for the future of our business, our workforce and our area.”

4NOVO aims to 		
fashion new growth
A fashion brand is looking to
treble sales after securing £65,000
backing.
NOVO hopes to hit the £750,000
mark thanks to an investment from
the North East Small Loan Fund,
which is supported by the European
Regional Development Fund.
The Durham-headquartered firm
sells womenswear it says is made
for all occasions, which reduces
overbuying and limits wearers’
environmental impact.
It worked with NEL Fund
Managers to secure the cash.
Co-founder Amy Whitfield said:
“We’re extremely ambitious to
achieve a great deal more through
the coming year and beyond.”

4Deal helps My Property
Box increase estate

BP hydrogen plans mark Teesside as “clean energy powerhouse”
Mining

Investment

Property

Pictured, from left to right, are Louise Kingham, BP’s head of country and senior vice president for Europe; Helge
Lund, BP chairman; Tees Valley Mayor Ben Houchen; and Louise Jacobsen Plutt, BP’s senior vice president for
hydrogen and carbon capture and storage

Decision helps ICL UK dig in for future

News you may have missed

Energy
Teesside has secured “another coup” after an energy firm revealed plans to bring a
green hydrogen plant to the area, a regeneration boss has said.
Tees Valley Mayor Ben Houchen says BP’s decision to create HyGreen Teesside is
proof of the area’s reputation as the “go-to place for innovation in the hydrogen sector”.
According to BP’s plans, HyGreen Teesside will be developed in multiple stages, with
an aim to produce around 60MWe (megawatts electric) of green hydrogen by 2025,
and as much as 500MWe by 2030.
The announcement follows BP’s plans for H2Teesside, a blue hydrogen production
base – which will convert natural gas into hydrogen and carbon dioxide – it hopes will
be operational within five years.
Mayor Houchen said: “A second, even more low-carbon, hydrogen production project
in HyGreen Teesside will further mark us out as a clean energy powerhouse.”

An estate and letting agency has
expanded its regional footprint.
Darlington-headquartered My
Property Box has taken on Newcastle
estate agent Groves.
The sale of Groves, which covers
the south of the Tyne up to Berwick,
follows the retirement of founder
Nick Rawlinson.
Under the terms of the deal,
Groves has kept its trading name,
with head of operations Wendy
Leonard overseeing day-to-day
operations. Its 12-strong team has
also been retained, with the business
continuing to run its Jesmond office
and Newcastle tenancy management
centre.

For more news and views across the
North East, visit our website @
www.netimesmagazine.co.uk/news
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Getting us back on track
Regeneration

Time to pick
up the pace

Words by John McCabe
Chief executive at the North East England Chamber of Commerce

Politics
There was a time when it seemed
Michael Gove conducted a good
number of his interviews in t-shirt
and shorts.
Doorstepped by journalists as he
finished a morning run, he was, on
one occasion, captured bringing
home a bag of bagels, which came
in use as a handy question-dodging
prop. Today, he’s got another
delivery to make, though it’s less
breakfast bar and more top table:
the ‘levelling-up’ agenda.
A commitment made by the
Government to help regions thrive
through investment and new policy
across areas such as industry, skills
and transport, the strategy feels –
like Mr Gove at the end of one of
his runs – that its lost some of its
energy. The agenda looks great in
black and white, but it must come
to tangible fruition – and soon.
And, as minister for levellingup, housing and communities,
Mr Gove must ensure its impact
is comprehensive, rather than
a piecemeal effort that leaves
holes akin to those in his favoured
morning snack.
Late in 2021, the Government
announced local authorities
nationwide will receive nearly
£54 billion across the coming
financial year to spend on social
care and housing. That represents
something, but if the Government
really is set on rebalancing the
country’s regions, then it must –
like the Surrey Heath MP when
faced with doorstepping reporters
– get a move on.

18

Actioning the change we need
The Government’s ‘levelling-up’ agenda has long been heralded by ministers as the silver
bullet that will address disparities and put our region on a more even footing with others. But
with a white paper on the subject delayed, John McCabe, chief executive at the North East
England Chamber of Commerce, says the time has come for our area to take charge.

4Good work, good business and a good
economy.
That’s what we all need to work towards
in 2022.
During the pandemic, our region’s
companies achieved a huge amount in
terms of being nimble, looking after clients,
staff and often local communities.
While there was much done, though,
there is still more to do.
For the North East to both recover from
the impact of COVID-19 restrictions and
achieve its potential, we have to ensure
employees are looked after.
They have worked tirelessly to support
businesses under difficult circumstances
and, quite rightly, they now expect more
from company owners, such as the right to
work from home.
Going forward, we must ensure there are
secure, well-paid jobs, where people have
access to lifelong learning.
If we all work to create and develop this
type of business structure, there will be
strong links between us all and, as a result,
a strong and supportive economy.
We also have to create businesses that
are not only sustainable but innovative and
productive too.
‘Levelling-up’ in its very truest sense is at
the heart of what we need and it’s my firm
belief that opportunity must be the driving
force of it all.
Just 70 per cent of our region’s people
are in work, compared to 75 per cent in the

rest of the country. Our region also ranks
the highest for child poverty and the lowest
for life expectancy.
And that is devastating.
So, while the Government dithers on a
definition of ‘levelling-up’, we already know
what it means and how to measure it.
We know our region will only be
‘levelled-up’ when the gaps in employment,
education, pay, wealth and health have
been closed forever.
I believe we can be leaders in this, and
we don’t have to wait; not for strategies,
not for handouts, not for Westminster to
decide what’s best for us.
Here’s what we, at the Chamber, are
doing already.
Our race commission is bringing forward
practical support to help create a more
diverse business community in this region.
More staff diversity increases a
company’s bottom line.
We’re working with schools, colleges and
universities to better connect them with
employers and share careers resources and
training opportunities.
And we’ve launched a good work toolkit,
sharing case studies and key resources
to help businesses drive change, support
their staff and respond to supply chain and
procurement pressures.
That means looking after our people and
our businesses today, nurturing the talent
of tomorrow, and working to lift that ceiling
of opportunity for everyone.

According to recent think tank analysis,
a chasmic divide has been at play in
terms of the amount of investment
afforded to London transport compared
to northern parts of the UK.
Findings from IPPR North show that
if the North had received the same
support as the capital over the last
decade, it would have been £86 billion
better off.
For many of us, the numbers won’t
come as too much of a surprise;
we only need look at the recentlyannounced Integrated Rail Plan – and
what we’re not getting as a region – to

see disparity in action.
With the new year, though, comes
fresh scope for change.
And, as we continue to live through
the effects of the pandemic, the
significance of the Government making
good on its much vaunted ‘levelling-up’
pledge has never been more important.
The Conservatives acquired a good
number of ‘red wall’ voters at the last
election, who admitted to shifting
their allegiance in the hope of greater
investment across our region.
The time has come for their faith to
be repaid.

Words by Rosie Lockwood
Head of advocacy at IPPR North

Realising our region’s potential
As a new year begins, Rosie Lockwood, head of advocacy at IPPR North, lays out
a blueprint for the Government to follow to give the North East the best chance of
economic and social success in 2022 and beyond.

4The North East is full of potential.
From its history of innovation to its
strength in manufacturing and exports, the
region has much to be proud of, and much
that it contributes to the nation.
Parts of the North East have begun to
feel the benefits of devolution over recent
years, through the introduction of metro
mayors in the North of Tyne and Tees
Valley areas. This has resulted in action on
local priorities like clean growth and skills
development.
For example, the North of Tyne
Combined Authority ran a Climate Change
Citizens Assembly, bringing citizens and

deliberative democracy into the policymaking process, leading to measures like a
Green New Deal Fund.
While full of potential, though, the North
East and its people have been sorely let
down by the Government.
On transport investment, for example,
the region saw the lowest spending of
anywhere in the UK over the last decade –
just £310 per person.
The highest spend was seen in London,
which received £864 per person.
This matters because poor transport
connectivity impinges the ability of
places to realise economic opportunity,

decarbonise and provide access for people
to work and enjoy leisure and social
benefits.
Despite progress made to reduce it
in the region, it is sobering too that the
North East has seen the biggest group of
children pulled into poverty of any nation
or region of the UK. No child should have to
experience poverty. This is a problem that
can be solved with public and political will.
Meanwhile, intersecting inequalities
are having an unjust impact on people in
the North East – for example, people with
disabilities in the region are experiencing
the second highest disability pay gap
outside London.
Undoubtedly, the North East is at the
sharp end of the UK’s deep regional divides.
And the reason for this lies firmly at the
door of Westminster.
The good news is that change is possible.
We have the evidence needed to make
it happen.
Where decisions are taken closer to
people and made by strong, well-resourced
institutions, more progressive, longterm policy can be implemented, and
inequalities are reduced.
There are three key ingredients needed:
• A
 plan to empower and resource all
places, which includes a clear, flexible
framework for devolution
• Sustained long-term investment that
ensures places have the ability to shape
change in areas such as low-carbon and
social infrastructures
• Substantial devolution
Mayors, where they exist, and local
leaders are already making a difference.
But they need the Government to step
up. The long-awaited ‘levelling-up’ white
paper, which should be published this year,
has to focus on those three ingredients to
get the recipe right – devolving ambitious
democratic and economic power, alongside
long-term investment, in a way that works
for places like, and within, the North East.
2022 can be the year in which the full
potential of the North East, and the wider
North, is realised.
It’s time for action to match the rhetoric.
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Level with
us, Boris

Making up lost ground
Politics

The North East continues to trail other parts of the
country after COVID-19 exacerbated existing deep
divides, according to a new report.
‘Beyond the Pandemic’ says Government ‘levellingup’ action is now more important than ever, to
support those that have “for decades gone without”.
The paper, published by Sheffield Hallam
University professors Christina Beatty and
Steve Fothergill – and jointly commissioned
by the Coalfields Regeneration Trust and the
Industrial Communities Alliance – warns “older
industrial Britain” is suffering from “long-standing

job shortfalls”, with “cities, towns and smaller
communities…lagging behind in terms of prosperity
and wellbeing”.
Peter McNestry, chair of the Coalfields
Regeneration Trust, which provides health, skills and
employment support to ex-mining communities, said
the situation requires robust action.
He said: “The problems have not gone away.
“That there is a need to build a national economic
recovery is indisputable, but there is also a pressing
need to stick with a meaningful ‘levelling-up’ agenda
that gives opportunity and prosperity.

Of the many buzzwords and fluffy
phrases used by the Government,
‘levelling-up’ is one of the more
successful. Its snappy, the premise
easily understandable and, if
nothing else, it provides a nice
line to throw across the House of
Commons to Labour, given the
party’s wobbles with voters in its
once traditional North of England
heartlands. But that’s the thing. It’s
been a handy point scoring tool for
a while now, but, as we begin a new
year - and continuing COVID-19
worries threaten to further wreak
economic havoc - the time has come
more than ever for the rhetoric to
stop and the commitments to start.

Words by Steven Hugill
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4Turning up for the launch of a
Government drugs clampdown late last
year, looking like an extra the Line of Duty
casting department forgot to cancel, Boris
Johnson cut a rather interesting figure.
Bedecked in police emblazoned black
hat, stab vest and jacket, he promised to
ensure those in need of support would get
it, while those breaking the rules would be
taken to task.
But his words, of course, came from
someone who many accuse of stealing
their Christmas in 2020, all while allowing
alleged lockdown Downing Street gettogethers and festive parties to pass
without retribution.
They came from a man, many argue
too, who has robbed the North East of any
direct benefits of HS2, thanks to heavily
revised national rail plans.
And they came from a man who great
numbers say has deprived communities
of valuable social care support and who

continues to harm businesses with a
chaotic approach to Brexit.
And now, fears have been raised he
could steal something else away – the
‘levelling-up’ agenda – after the publishing
of a white paper on the subject was
delayed.
As North East Times went to print, the
Government was partly blaming the spread
of the Omicron COVID-19 variant for the
delay.
Fair enough. But disparities in the
country existed long before coronavirus hit
our shores. Last year, I used this column to
implore those in the corridors of power at
Westminster to swap slogans for tangible
action.
And my mood hasn’t changed.
As we enter another year - one primed
to deliver more uncertainty and economic
hardship, particularly for our already
heavily bruised hospitality sector - we need
we need concerted commitments that leap
from flowery statements at the despatch
box, to full-on reality in our region’s various
districts. The Government must make good
on general election promises.
It must prove its ‘red wall’ voters mean
something by helping catalyse economic
and social progress in their respective
localities. It must use ‘levelling up’ to deliver
better transport links, so the North East can
connect more easily with other parts of the
country, because the Government’s recent
Integrated Rail Plan just doesn’t cut it.
Ministers might laud the £96 billion
blueprint’s reduced journey times (even
though a good number from this region will
take longer than HS2 promised) but the
problem is not just about speed, it’s about
reliability and capacity too, and the plans
don’t go far enough to alleviate concerns
on the latter. It must use ‘levelling-up’ to
create a landscape where our fantastic
band of exporters – which for so long gave
our region an enviable positive balance of
trade – can maintain EU relations without
tiresome, confusing and costly customs
barriers, and carve out fresh routes to other
global markets.
And it must use ‘levelling-up’ to fashion
an environment where our businesses
can thrive without the shadow of skills

shortages and economic difficulties
fogging their progress.
Taking the final point further, skills are a
cornerstone of the Government’s ‘levellingup’ agenda, and for the North East, it is
therefore imperative ministers get it right.
Ours is a region that still carries the scars
of past industrial demise – but it holds great
potential too.
The multitude of new low-carbon
initiatives recently drawn here, from BP’s
planned hydrogen factories at Redcar’s
Teesworks development, to Equinor’s
Dogger Bank wind farm maintenance base
at the Port of Tyne, and Britishvolt’s 3000job vehicle battery-making plant near Blyth,
show our area is once again pioneering
positive change.
But to ensure we can take long-term
advantage of such investments, and others
too, we must have the skills base – and a
conveyor belt in place to deliver further
new talent – to service them.
Our region’s education providers are
already working extremely closely with
industry to tailor training that meets
employers’ individual demands.
But the Government can help further by
making certain another white paper comes
to fruition.
This one, titled Skills for Jobs, promises
to reshape post-16 education by building
on the Prime Minister’s Lifetime Skills
Guarantee, which itself pledges to help
learners reskill and upskill at any stage of
their careers. Making this a reality would
mark a huge stride in the right direction, for
the current generation and those who will
follow in their footsteps.
Ultimately, we need to see palpable
action. As he stood in front of the cameras
last month, the Prime Minister spoke of
coming down “hard on the gangsters who
are making hell of people’s lives”.
It was a commendable commitment but,
like everything in politics, the rhetoric must
be matched by action.
His failure to act decisively on those
alleged festive parties and get-togethers of
2020 was one thing.
But failing to give our region the support
it needs to enjoy a brighter future really
would be a crime.
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Jackson Hogg Festive Drinks
On December 2, Jackson Hogg welcomed more than 100 clients, partners and
friends to Above Newcastle, in association with North East Times. Guests were
welcomed to the rooftop to celebrate a year of resilience and collaboration, and
enjoy panoramic views over the city.
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Delivering vital security in the cyber world
Recent headline-grabbing cyberattacks have only served to heighten the importance of
companies having robust systems in place to foil the hackers. Here, Eldon Jobe, chief
commercial officer at Newcastle-based Melius Cyber, tells Steven Hugill how its marketleading technology helps SMEs detect system breaches within a day, and why those firms
without security measures must act swiftly to avoid becoming the next victim of online
crime.
www.meliuscyber.com
@MeliusCyber

Melius Cyber
-

The company’s
market-leading
technology
searches for
breaches by
using advanced
automation
tools which feed
knowledge to the
machine learning
brain. It can
detect changes
in a business’
IT estate, as
well as changes
in behaviour,
that would not
normally be
detected.
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FOR MANY FIRMS, THE NEW CALENDAR YEAR
is a catalyst for revising frameworks and resetting
objectives.
Whether it be expansion plans, recruitment
strategies or project tenders, a fresh 12 months means
a blank canvas upon which to capture much progress.
Amid those goals, however, sits an omnipresent
threat, one that if left undetected holds great
potential to undermine even the most considered of
annual growth blueprints: a cyberattack.
As the world increasingly relies on technology,
businesses must ensure their systems are robust and
able to detect security breaches and ransomware
incidents as they happen.
International headline-grabbing attacks, such as
the assault on Poly Network – wherein a hacker stole

One company helping the latter ensure their online
defences remain resilient is Melius Cyber.
Specifically focused on protecting SMEs, the
Newcastle-based firm has built, and now operates,
market-leading cyber counterintelligence software
that detects security breaches and ransomware
attempts within one day – the market average is 229
days.
Bolstered by a team of acknowledged industry
experts, it helps business’ IT teams plan and prepare
for a cyberattack, with its in-house technology the
only software at an SME price point able to detect
breaches.
“It all starts with a breach – a breach you will never
know has happened until it is too late,” says Eldon
Jobe, Melius’ chief commercial officer.

cryptocurrency worth £433 million – the hundreds of
attempted strikes on UK COVID-19 vaccine research
organisations, and the very recent targeting of Spar’s
till and IT systems, emphasise the volatility faced by
operators.
A good number are fighting back.
Late last year, for example, professional services
firm Accenture revealed plans to create 3000 UK jobs,
with many of the posts focused on cybersecurity and
data operations.
Its great rival PwC is making equally proactive
moves, pushing ahead with a pledge to hire 100,000
staff globally, which will see a significant amount of
people take on technology positions.
But for those who aren’t clients of the likes of
Accenture and PwC, what are their options?
Because the more the larger organisations get
protected, the more SMEs will be targeted.

“Whether you are an enterprise organisation or
an SME, a simple undetected breach is where the
nightmare starts, and more than 95 per cent of
breaches go undetected.
“So, SMEs must start realising they need to do
something about the situation.
“Because for many, their IT support is not protecting
them properly; that’s not a criticism, they’re just not
geared to do it.
“They need specialist support, and our system
provides that.
“A burglar alarm doesn’t stop your house getting
burgled, but an IP camera helps to detect the burglary,
and our software works in a similar way.”
As well as providing rapid alerts to any security
compromises, though, Eldon says Melius’ software
provides crucial assistance that allows firms to
continue running operations, even in the immediate

aftermath of a cyberattack.
He says: “More and more people are talking about
cyber security in their board meetings, but a good
number still don’t know what to do about it.
“Many still think it is too expensive, so they don’t
address the issue.
“What we provide, though, is enterprise level
technology and cover at SME pricing that delivers a
crucial bridge for businesses to maintain continuity.
“A lot of companies have grown in recent months
and years, but they must ensure technology grows
with them.
“Essentially, if something was to go wrong, and they
were hacked, do they have a cyber disaster recover
plan in place to ensure business continuity?”
Eldon says Melius’ support is similarly invaluable to
Financial Services Authority-regulated firms, which

carry out at least one penetration test a year to ensure
data protection processes are sufficiently strong.
He says: “The test is great, but it does cost a lot
of money, and a month later that business might
experience a breach, and they won’t know about it.
“What we provide for these companies is continuous
system assessment and monitoring – to penetration
test level – that allows us to detect when, not if, they
get breached.
“Why have one penetration test a year when you can
have 365 tests per year for the same cost?”
And Eldon says such ability will prove increasingly
important due to the “trickle-down effect” hitting the
SME market.
With companies such as Accenture building teams
to create ever-stronger technology barriers, he says it
means smaller operators must heighten their guards
too.
“If the enterprise companies are being covered by
the likes of Accenture, Deloitte and KPMG, and they
can recognise a breach earlier, the hackers won’t look
at them,” says Eldon, who reveals Melius will recruit
new staff next year to meet rising demand.
He continues: “Instead, they will turn to SMEs,
because it is easier to take more, smaller, amounts of
money from them.
“SMEs are a big target; you don’t hear so much
about attacks on them because, in a lot of cases,
people don’t know their names, but it is happening,
and it costs a lot of money.
“Many SMEs still ask, ‘why would they go after me?’,
and the simple answer is that hackers look for anything
to attack, and unfortunately a lot of SMEs represent a
soft target.”
He adds: “And hackers aren’t just guys in hoodies in
their bedrooms, either.
“Hacking, in some countries, is seen as a ‘proper
business’, where people work between 9am and 5pm
for organisations that have been set up to focus purely
on cyberattacks.
“They make their money by stealing it from other
companies, and that is why it is absolutely vital SMEs
take action to increase their vigilance.
“At present, a lot are not well enough protected, but
we are here to help and provide the trusted and expert
support they need.”
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What’s in store for the deals market in 2022?
Abu Ali and Phil Williams, the dealmakers behind WilliamsAli Corporate Finance, look back on a
buoyant year of mergers and acquisitions activity, and share their outlook for 2022.

senior appointment joining us in April, who will bring
significant additional corporate finance and financial
leadership experience into the team.”

www.williamsali.com
LinkedIn: Williams Ali Corporate Finance

Cautious optimism for 2022
Given the events of the last 18 months, and the lingering
uncertainty faced by us all, some may have thought it
difficult to be optimistic.
Yet, ironically, after an initial period of caution in
2020, WilliamsAli is now seeing a real appetite from
business owners ready to extract value in a buoyant
deals market. It is also witnessing management teams
looking to step up and explore buy-outs, companies
raising funds to execute the next phase in their plans,
and private equity firms keen to invest cash to fund
those ambitions.
Abu says: “There is plenty of private equity funding
waiting to be deployed.
“One of the quirks of COVID-19 is that the private
equity houses are now playing catch up following the
termination of deal flow during spring 2020, when the
pandemic first hit world markets.
“During the uncertainty, the safest thing for them to
do was double down on existing portfolio investments.
“We’re now seeing private equity driving a significant
portion of deal flow – with both direct investment
into new targets and support for the buy-and-build
strategies of existing investees.
“Because of that, we believe there will be an even
bigger push in 2022 towards buy-and-build activity.”

WITH ITS FRESH APPROACH TO THE DEALS SECTOR,
WilliamsAli is well known for providing its own trusted
brand of tailored financial advice to business owners
and entrepreneurs throughout the region, from their
prestigious offices at The Pearl, in Newcastle.
From a standing start, and despite the challenges of
the pandemic, the corporate finance firm has expanded
rapidly, reinforcing its status as the fastest-growing
independent, specialist M&A boutique based in the
North East.
2021 – a year unlike any other
“2021 was a year none of us will forget,” says Abu.
“Starting the year with a lockdown four days in, it
would have been easy for businesses to immediately
feel defeated.
“However, the North East resilience shone through,
and we immediately noticed a difference compared to
the disruption in 2020.”
Abu continues: “The region’s entrepreneurs rolled
up their sleeves and worked out how they could get on
through the challenges.
“There was very much a strong determination to
move forward and not let the pandemic get in the way
of delivering strategy.
“The priority remained about acting responsibly for
the greater good, but they weren’t willing to put plans
on hold any longer and were keen to take advantage of
market opportunities.
“In the M&A market, deal volumes have generally
been at record levels, with a combination of COVID-19,
Brexit, strong liquidity, supply chain realignments and
tax planning increasing transaction volumes across a
diverse range of sectors.”
Successful year for WilliamsAli
During the course of 2021, the WilliamsAli team tripled
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Pictured, from left
to right, are Tristan
Woolcock, Abu Ali,
Phil Williams, Tasha
Prinsloo and Niall
Choat

in size and now boasts the depth and breadth of
resources to handle deals of all shapes and sizes.
Since the business was founded in 2019, the team
has successfully delivered a host of high-profile deals,
which include Smart Utility Management (sale to
Bionic); Everflow (investment by FW Capital); Todd &
Cue (refinance by Thincats); Quintessentially Estates
(MBO); Clever Clogs Group (acquisition of Little
Ladybirds); Pureclean (sale to LPW Group); and the
recently announced sale of Tyne Tees Vehicle Repair
Group to Steer Automotive (backed by Chiltern
Capital).
Phil says: “Our outlook for 2022 is very positive, and
we have a strong pipeline of activity secured as the
North East deals market continues its momentum.
“Owing to that activity, and as part of our plans to
cement our long-term market position, we are also
building our team further and look forward to a new

Sector focus
From a sector perspective, WilliamsAli advises clients
across all industries but is witnessing understandably
strong deal activity in technology, health and pharma.
Tech-enabled service businesses and e-commerce
also continue to be heavily supported, in some cases
driven by new hybrid working models and organisations
having been converted to the benefits of using
technology to drive efficiency.
Tax changes (whether real or rumoured) are also
initiating action and driving vendors towards realising
capital gains, which may have previously remained a
few years away.
However, as Phil explains: “It’s important to think

WilliamsAli
Corporate
Finance
-

WilliamsAli
Corporate
Finance’s expert
team provides
support across a
number of areas,
which include
funding and
private equity,
business sales,
strategy and
growth, and
management
buy-outs and
buy-ins.
For more
information, visit
www.williamsali.
com or call 0191
249 1736

about tax but not make it the sole basis for a decision.”
He adds: “We’ve seen many times business owners
driven to a decision to pursue a deal, often at a lower
valuation, because they’re worried about potential tax
changes.
“Sometimes that might be the right decision but
understanding the market and buyer sentiment when
judging the right timing for a transaction can add as
much value, if not more, as trying to second guess the
intentions of the Chancellor!
“Our clients trust us to provide the market insights to
help them make those key judgements.”
Challenging times ahead
And while WilliamsAli remains cautiously positive about
the year ahead, Abu and Phil believe there are still a
number of red flags to look out for, which include the
need for companies to keep an eye on working capital.
With many businesses now starting to repay BBLS,
CBILS loans and deferred HMRC liabilities, cash flow
pressures are on the rise for some.
Well documented issues around higher inflation, staff
shortages, increasing energy prices and supply chain
challenges are also causing financial strain, in particular
for those businesses that weren’t in robust financial
health before the pandemic.
Phil adds: “As we have seen before, one big corporate
failure in an industry can have a catastrophic impact on
smaller firms in the supply chain, so it’s really important
to have visibility over the financial health of your key
customers and suppliers, build in contingency plans,
and work with credit control on a daily basis to identify
any problems early.
“2022 will have its challenges, and economic
sentiment may change across the year – but the
short-term deals market at least appears buoyant and
significant opportunity lies in wait for businesses in the
North East with robust plans in place.
“Quality businesses run by quality business leaders
will always have the best prospects and options, and
that will never change.”
And with a growing team and strong pipeline of
deals activity already building for 2022, it looks like
another busy and successful year is also ahead for the
WilliamsAli team.
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Law firm launches HR compliance
audit service for businesses
With businesses continuing to face a myriad of challenges around employment regulations,
North East commercial law firm Muckle LLP has unveiled Mi HR Audit to help them meet
their obligations.
www.muckle-llp.com
@MuckleLLP

FROM CALCULATING HOLIDAY PAY CORRECTLY
to drafting robust contracts with the correct statutory
information – employment compliance can be both
complex and time-consuming.
Leading North East law firm Muckle LLP has
launched a new audit tool to give businesses peace of
mind when it comes to meeting their key employment
law obligations.
Its Mi HR Audit provides an affordable pick-andmix range of services to help employers with their
employment law requirements.
Mi HR Audit covers all the essential HR areas –
everything from right to work checks and reviewing
employment contracts, to providing advice on how to
capture and report the gender pay gap and assessing
employment data privacy notices and monitoring
practices are fit for purpose.

“Our new Mi HR Audit helps
give peace of mind when
dealing with employment
compliance”
Fully flexible, Mi HR Audit is tailored for both
general business and the education sector, and is
priced according to the number of employees and
how many different services are taken.
Partner Lisa Kelly, who specialises in employment
law at Muckle, says: “The Government has a keen eye
on employment compliance and this focus is likely
to increase with its recent announcement of a new
single enforcement body to protect workers’ rights.
“For employers, making sure they are fully au
fait and complying with all the latest employment
28

legislation can be a minefield, which can take up
valuable time and resources.
“However, it’s a vital requirement and one that all
employers need to abide by.
“It’s not only government enforcement or claims
that employers need to be aware of; any company
looking for investment or a potential buyer must
ensure its employment compliance is spot on, as it
will come under scrutiny as part of any due diligence
process.”
Lisa adds: “Our new Mi HR Audit helps give peace
of mind when dealing with employment compliance.
“Companies can choose one or more key areas to
be audited and feel safe and secure in the knowledge
they are benefiting from our vast expertise in
employment law and practices so, if an issue is
identified, we can work together to put it right.”

Pictured: Lisa Kelly,
partner

Muckle LLP
-

To find out more
about how Mi HR
Audit could help
your business,
contact Lisa on
0191 211 7897 or
email lisa.kelly@
muckle-llp.com
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World leaders are meant to do just that – lead. But increasingly it feels that,
on the climate crisis at the very least, there is precious little leadership to be
seen. As disappointment lingers over the failings of the COP-26 summit, the
key question remains – what can be done to stop humanity hurtling towards
climate disaster? The answer, says sustainability consultant and director
of Newcastle-based SmartCarbon Ltd Anna-Lisa Mills, lies with business
leaders that have the passion and drive to make a difference. Here, Vicki
Henderson speaks to Anna-Lisa to find out more.

A N N A- L I S A M I L L S

TAKING THE
LEAD ON
CLIMATE
ACTION

Words by Vicki Henderson								

-

WWW.SMARTCARBONCALCULATOR.COM
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4“The way we’re burning fossil fuels
right now, it’s like running the taps on the
bath as fast as they can go – if the plug
hole can’t drain fast enough, the bath
will keep filling up and eventually it will
overflow.
“Right now, the bath is about to
overflow and we’re passing the point of
no return.”
Anna-Lisa Mills has a tone of
exasperation when she talks about the
climate crisis, particularly when it comes
to the startling lack of action from those
in power, in favour of increasingly empty
words.
After 20 years as an environmental
consultant, working for national and
global businesses and organisations,
and as a fellow member of the Institute
of Environmental Management and

Photography by Christopher Owens

Assessment (IEMA), she has reached her
own conclusions.
“We can’t wait for the politicians any
more – it’s down to business to take
action and make a difference,” she says.
A woman of her word, Anna-Lisa is
doing just that.
Through her business SmartCarbon
Ltd, she works with a wide variety of
companies, from one person operations
to global organisations, to understand
how they produce carbon emissions,
and how much, before coming up with a
tailored plan for each one to reduce its
output.
The aim is to reach net-zero, where a
business has a carbon neutral impact on
the climate.
“When I first started, environmental
management was seen as a bit of a
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‘nice to have’, but now it’s become a
top priority for many different types of
business,” says Anna-Lisa.
“There does seem to be more ambition
and passion among business owners and
leaders.
“It also seems to be moving up
the chain in terms of seniority; I’m
increasingly engaging directly with chief
executives and board members.
“Businesses want to do the right thing,
for the right reasons.”
Passionate about environmental issues
since she was a teenager, Anna-Lisa was
an A-level geography student in Belfast
at a time when global warming was still
a hypothesis, rather than the scientific
reality we’re now faced with.
When it came to choosing a university
to study environmental management, she
had a rather unusual reason for picking
Northumbria University, and the city of
Newcastle, to make her home.
“I loved Newcastle from the very first
day I came to visit,” she remembers.
“The fact it was a city that had a Metro
system, a low-carbon transport network,
and that Northumbria University had
solar panels on the building – the first
commercial building in the world to have
them – was just amazing.
“And, also, it was about how friendly
the people were here – it reminded me so
much of Belfast.”
After completing both her degree and
a Masters in environmental management
at Northumbria University, Anna-Lisa has
gone full circle by becoming an associate
lecturer on her former undergraduate
course at the institution, as well as at the
University of Sunderland.
Five years ago, she founded True
North Sustainability, which works in
tandem with another of her businesses,
SmartCarbon Ltd, to help organisations
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establish the baseline of their emissions
by using a self-developed carbon
calculator and implementing targeted
action to help them reduce outputs.
“After all the years I had worked
in sustainability, both in-house and
in consultancy, I felt I had a broad
perspective on the challenges we face,”
explains Anna-Lisa.
“I wanted to engage with businesses
that were serious about climate action
and that have the right level of ambition
to demonstrate leadership.”
SmartCarbon’s client list includes
energy giant EDF Renewables, law
firm Muckle LLP and housing providers
Gentoo and Esh Group.
Before starting work with a new
client, Anna-Lisa takes them through a
one-day course on climate change and
carbon footprinting, to make sure they’re
up to speed on the topic, which often
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throws up a few unexpected nuggets of
information.
“People are probably most surprised
by the scale of the impact their own
business has in terms of emissions and
what the hot spots are,” she says.
“The supply chain can account
for between 60 and 80 per cent of a
business’ carbon impact, which I don’t
think people realise.
“The real opportunity lies in who
a business can influence – they can
collaborate with the supply chain and set
a net-zero target for everyone.”
Anna-Lisa has already seen a shift
in the way businesses are engaging
with their supply chain, with many now
asking, ‘what are you doing to achieve
net-zero?’
“Change is being driven through
procurement,” she says.
“Supply chain businesses are having to
demonstrate more and more the actions
they are taking to tackle their own
emissions to win contracts.
“I’m seeing an impact in the area of
recruitment too.
“Employers have to demonstrate they
are serious about the climate emergency
to attract the best candidates.
“Generation Z wants to work for an
employer that understands and matches
its concerns.
“Businesses have got to communicate
their message to potential employees,
potential customers, potential partners.
“There is a lot of ‘green-washing’ out
there, but I think people are good at
spotting when it’s not genuine.
“If a business is going to act on its
emissions and become more sustainable,
it has to be authentic, it has to be acting
for the right reasons.”
The public consciousness on the
climate crisis was raised late last year,
with the showpiece COP-26 conference
in Glasgow.
Anna-Lisa attended as a delegate in
connection with her role as a founding
member of the IEMA specialist working
group on the climate emergency, and also
joined Greta Thunberg’s Climate Strike
March in a personal capacity, complete

with a homemade banner.
She says: “I was there for a week and
had tickets for both the green zone and
the blue zone.
“It was huge, and it was heaving with
people – it was like being at the Metro
Centre on Christmas Eve; you needed a
map to get about,” laughs Anna-Lisa.
And her verdict on the event?
“On the whole, it was an incredibly
disappointing experience,” she says.
“It felt like we were letting our last
chance slip through our fingers.
“We didn’t achieve the one
fundamental outcome that we needed – a
global agreement to cap warming below
1.5 degrees above pre-industrial levels,
the threshold that climate scientists warn
me mustn’t pass to have the best chance
of avoiding runaway warming.
“There were lots of significant things
announced but unfortunately, they just
don’t add up to a solution to match the
scale of the problem.
“It was smoke and mirrors and they fell
short of what was required.”
She adds: “The thing is, I wasn’t
surprised.
“What it showed was that we can’t
leave things to our leaders – the business
sector is just going to have to crack on,
lead the way and demonstrate what can
be done.”
The first step for Anna-Lisa and her
clients is the all-important groundwork
of establishing exactly what carbon
emissions a business has, which they
then use as a baseline to measure
performance against and to inform
individual pledges of when they aim to
reach net-zero.
Some of the most ambitious examples
to date nationally can be found in local
authorities and NHS trusts, with AnnaLisa’s client Newcastle Hospitals NHS
Foundation Trust held up as a leading
example for others around the country to
follow.
The trust was one of the first
healthcare organisations in the world
to declare a climate emergency in June
2019, and it has committed to becoming a
net-zero organisation by 2040.
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She says: “The work being done across
the NHS is very impressive.
“I think that if any organisation had an
excuse not to prioritise climate action,
it would be the NHS, yet Newcastle
Hospitals’ emissions are going down,
rather than up like everyone else.
“They, like a lot of my clients, have
ideas and ambition and it’s about helping
them translate that into action.
“There is a lot to be proud of at
Newcastle Hospitals.”
One area that Anna-Lisa is passionate
about is the power of education.
In her roles at the universities of
Northumbria and Sunderland, she
works with the next generation of
environmental and sustainability
advocates and she’s keen that education
and understanding of the climate crisis is
shared as widely as possible.
She says: “Education is such an
important part of the solution to the
climate crisis.
“If people really understood the issues,
they would demand change.
“We need societal change – we need
people to understand, we need them to
push for more urgent action.”
One bright spot from COP-26 for AnnaLisa was attending an awards ceremony
that recognised small environmental
projects created by young people.
She says: “It was quite uplifting, and it
proved that we’re not short of innovative
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ideas – it’s just about scaling them up
quickly enough for them to have an
impact.
“We need huge financial investment to
ramp up these ideas, that’s much more
important than giving these young people
a pat on the back.”
And Anna-Lisa says any business
aiming to achieve a reduction in carbon
emissions, and perhaps reach net-zero,
has to accept it will need to make a large
number of changes to the way it operates
– some small and simple, some larger and
possibly costly – if they are to succeed.
Most importantly, she says we need
urgent and transformative action.
“There is a key role for the business
sector to demonstrate ambition and
adopt a leadership position on this,” adds
Anna-Lisa.
“Businesses need to do the basics well,
look to work on the carbon emissions
they can control but then also look to
influence others they have connections
with.
“We can’t operate on a business as
usual footing, that is the wrong direction
for us to be going in, but it is like turning
a tanker around, it’s a slow process.
“In the end, we need drastic action on
emissions because they continue to grow
year-on-year.
“We need a war-like footing to address
the scale of this emergency because it is
an emergency, and it is a crisis.”
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Business planning for 2022 –
key considerations for the year ahead
Craig Horsfall, partner at North East-based accountancy and business advisory firm
Haines Watts, discusses the key considerations for business owners when it comes to
planning for the next 12 months.
www.hwca.com
@haineswatts

Haines Watts
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Craig supports
entrepreneurs
and aspirational
business owners
in the North East
with pragmatic
business advice.
He advises
businesses on
a wide range of
issues, helping
owner managers
to overcome
challenges and
achieve their
objectives.
To contact him,
email chorsfall@
hwca.com or call
Haines Watts’
Newcastle office
on 0191 269 9960
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THERE’S NO DENYING 2021 WAS ANOTHER
turbulent year for business owners.
The fallout from Brexit, labour shortages, increased
costs and the ongoing impact of the pandemic were just
some of the challenges they faced.
That said, there were a lot of positives to take from the
year too – especially in our region – with the Teesside
freeport opening in November, the number of registered
businesses in the region increasing and the level of
business confidence in the North East remaining steady.
With fresh uncertainty afoot, though, it’s more
important than ever to take a proactive approach and
stay agile to flex with changes.
As such, we’ve outlined some of the business-critical
considerations to have front of mind when forward
planning.

But it’s worth keeping in mind that restructuring your
business is a complex process, so it’s vital to have the
right advisor by your side.

Retaining top talent
More than half of businesses in our region have been
looking to recruit new full-time members of staff.

Threat of rising taxes
Tax on dividends, NIC and corporation tax rates are all
set to rise.
So, it’s no surprise that business owners are becoming
more worried about how these tax rises will impact their
organisations and future profitability.
As the Government looks to claw back the huge
amount of money spent during the pandemic supporting
individuals and businesses, there is the potential of other
tax rates to rise moving forward.
With this in mind, now is the perfect time to
undertake a comprehensive review of your tax position.
This will give you a clear understanding of any
situations where you could be exposed to changes in the
future, allowing you to forward plan and manage your
finances in the most efficient way possible.

However, many have been stinted by a severe skills
shortage.
We’ve also seen growing pressure to pay higher
salaries to retain key members of staff, which isn’t
always feasible.
If you don’t have the capacity to match higher salaries
paid elsewhere, enterprise management options could
be a route worth exploring.
Rewarding employees with shares in the company,
for example, can be a tax-efficient way of attracting and
retaining talented teams.
Another option is to adopt an employee ownership
model of business, which is becoming increasingly
popular with SMEs.
By giving your team a say in how the company
operates and allowing them to benefit from growth in
the share value of the business, employee ownerships
help reduce staff turnover and increase engagement.

Understanding your cashflow
As ever, cashflow remains high on the agenda for
business owners. With COVID-19 support measures,
such as the Job Retention Scheme, having drawn to a
close, businesses are operating in a completely different
landscape now than they were last year.
On top of this, we’ve seen businesses facing larger
customers using their buying power to extend payment
terms, which is having a significant impact on cashflow
for SMEs.
Creating a clear and robust cashflow forecast can go a
long way when it comes to strategic planning.
In an ideal world, your forecast will take the best and
worst case scenarios into account, so you’re ready to
adapt and adjust your plans.
Cloud accounting systems can also assist.
Cloud software can provide you with real-time

information, allowing you to make accurate forecasts
and projections.
And, although the Government’s rollout of Making Tax
Digital has been delayed, don’t let this discourage you
from moving your systems online now.
The benefits of automation and better business data
will put your business in a much stronger position.
Unlocking trapped cash in your business
There is a whole array of tax incentives and reliefs
available to businesses in the UK.
By reducing your corporation tax bill, or in some cases
generating a cash refund, the reliefs can act as a real
cashflow buoyancy aid.
One of the most valuable reliefs is research and
development (R&D) tax credits.
It’s seen a massive uptake over the past few years,
with more than 82,000 companies having been
supported by the relief in 2019/2020 alone, but the
North East remains a laggard in comparison to other
regions.
For those who dare to innovate, push the boundaries
of science and technology, and find solutions to
technical challenges, R&D tax credits present a critical
opportunity to claw back money spent on qualifying
activity.
And with the scope of relief expanding to include
cloud computing and data costs as of April 2023, the
relief is set to open up to even more businesses.
If you’re looking to invest in machinery for your
business, whether it’s manufacturing equipment or
apparatus to help drive sustainability, the capital
allowance super deduction is definitely a route worth
exploring.
The relief provides a 130 per cent deduction on
qualifying investments, allowing businesses to cut their
tax bill by up to 25p for every £1 they invest from now
until March 31, 2023.
The temporary £1 million cap on the annual
investment allowance has also been extended until 2023,
so now is the time to take advantage of the relief if you
are considering investing.
Growing your business – organic or acquisition?
For many business owners, the pandemic was an
opportunity to embrace change.
We’ve seen businesses adapt, pivot and thrive in the
last year and now a lot of owner managers are setting
their sights on growth.
A key question to ask yourself is, ‘what, why, and how

do I want to grow?’
For those looking to grow organically, setting goals
from the outset is the key to measurable growth.
If organic growth is your aim, you should be conscious
about taking on good clients, profitable projects and
making sure everything fits in with your ethos of what
you’re doing as a business going forward.
You should be looking to work on the business, not
in the business, freeing up time to look at strategy,
business development and growth plans.
On the other hand, a buy-and-build acquisition
strategy could be more suited to your objectives.
If your business operates in a congested and
competitive market sector, it could be the most effective
way for you to grow and achieve critical mass quickly.
There are lots of important considerations to bear
in mind with acquisitions, including strategy, value
proposition, funding, due diligence and ultimately the
business case.
Buy-and-build is a proven concept, but there are lots
of potential pitfalls, so make sure you have a suitable
expert on hand to advise where necessary.
Finding the right advisor
With uncertainty ahead, navigating your way through
2022 might seem like a daunting task.
But you don’t have to struggle on your own.
The value of having the right advisor by your side
cannot be underestimated.
They will be able to act as a sounding board for advice
and will provide an expert eye to spot opportunities that
might have otherwise been overlooked.
They will look beyond your numbers, answer your
questions and help you gain greater insight into your
business, to help it thrive in the year ahead.
41

Built Environment_
Advertising feature_George F.White

Capital allowances –
how we can maximise
your reliefs
George F.
White
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Established in
1979, George
F. White is a
land, property
and business
consultancy firm
operating across
the residential,
commercial, rural
and development
sectors.
The business
operates from
five offices across
Northumberland,
County Durham,
Tyne and Wear
and North Yorkshire. For more
information about
capital allowances and how
George F. White
can help you
with preparing
and submitting
a claim, contact
its Newcastle
office on 0333
920 2220 or email
matthewbell@
georgefwhite.
co.uk

Amid the economic struggles suffered by
many businesses during the pandemic,
the potential for tax savings or, in some
instances a tax repayment, could be a
welcome opportunity. However, as a
complex area of taxation, it is vital to seek
the right advice at the right time. Here,
Matt Bell, partner at regional property
consultancy firm George F. White, explains
how best to ensure you are in the strongest
position going forward.
www.georgefwhite.co.uk
@GeorgeFWhite

WHAT ARE CAPITAL ALLOWANCES?
Capital allowances are a form of tax incentive to
encourage businesses to invest in plant and machinery.
Under UK accounting standards and tax legislation,
deductions for any expenditure which are capital in
nature are not permissible.
The distinction between capital and revenue is a dark
art in itself.
Most repairs or replacements and general day-today expenditure are treated as revenue, whereas any
improvement, or new purchase that would provide an
‘enduring benefit’ to the business, would be deemed to
be capital.
Capital allowances were first introduced in 1946
to support investment and development in Britain
following the war.
The intention remains just that, to support growth
and although they have been around for more than
75 years, they are still commonly misunderstood and
overlooked.
However, the savings for those who invest in the
analysis and expertise to prepare a detailed claim can
be significant.

of qualifying expenditure, and the 50 per cent first year
allowances for special rate, providing half of the cost
of the asset as immediate tax relief rather than being
spread over the life of the asset.
These new offerings are intended to be used
alongside the existing increase to the annual
investment allowance to £1 million, writing down
allowances, and structures and buildings allowances to
strengthen the investment in the UK.
How can we help you?
We have a team of experienced Chartered surveyors,
who provide advice on all aspects of capital allowances
and who have had great success in identifying
allowances that have resulted in tax savings of more
than £6 million in the past six months.
Our team includes Chartered surveyors and
ex-HMRC policy specialists, who have extensive
experience in this field.
We advise on current and historic projects, as
there is no deadline for claiming allowances, but the
sooner the claim is made, the sooner the benefit to the
recipient.
We advise on property purchases, identifying
‘embedded allowances’ using approved HMRC and
valuation office methodologies, and this is where our
specialist surveyors’ skills really come into their own,
going above and beyond where many advisors can
possibly go, carrying out detailed valuations to ensure
all expenditure is fully captured.
We also advise on property refurbishments and
fit-out works, whether from a landlord or tenant
perspective, to ensure allowances are maximised
from the start and any capital contribution is treated
correctly.

Forms of capital allowances
Following the 2021 Budget, two new and temporary
incentives were introduced, including the super
deduction, providing relief equivalent to 130 per cent
42
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Changing the narrative on sustainability
As the business world continues to take an increasingly eco-friendlier approach, Sarah
Handley, head of sustainability and environmental governance at Siemens Energy, reveals
what the company is doing to reduce its carbon footprint and explains how its endeavours
have already attracted high-profile recognition.

www.siemens-energy.co.uk
@siemens_energy

Siemens
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Siemens Energy
traces its roots
back to 1866,
when Werner
von Siemens
converted mechanical energy
into electrical
energy, making
it applicable to
everyday life.
Today, its portfolio includes work
with partners to
reduce existing
assets’ carbon
emissions and the
development of
technologies to
transform power
generation applications.
It also works
with clients to
build and operate
efficient grid
infrastructure
and reduce costs
in the industrial
application of
fuels, and is
heavily ingrained
in schemes to develop the use of
green hydrogen
and renewable
energy.
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IT’S FAIR TO SAY THERE HAVE BEEN MANY
aspirational targets set over recent years in relation
to reaching net-zero and decarbonising the power
system.
To achieve this, one thing is clear: business as usual
is not an option.
Rather, it requires a collective commitment from
organisations and individuals to act now and be part
of the change they want to see in the world.
Sarah Handley, head of sustainability and
environmental governance, is playing a pivotal role
in pioneering this change across the Siemens Energy
business in the UK, not just in driving through a firm
corporate sustainability agenda, but in telling the
narrative and educating stakeholders on why and
where such change is required.
Most importantly, she shares her insights on
the many layers involved in sustainability and the

“One of the main challenges I feel companies must
overcome in order to successfully drive through
change, is ensuring that people across the business
‘get it’ and understand why we are doing the work we
do.
“It’s easy to make commitments to decarbonisation,
but quite difficult to deliver it.
“As such, I’ve seen my role over the years very much
as being a pioneer, a leader and a narrator in the
sustainability journey.
“It’s also about demonstrating the right
behaviours and encouraging others to take personal
responsibility.
“Key to this success is fundamentally having the
right support and buy-in from leadership teams –
something I’m pleased to say we are incredibly lucky
to have with our vice president Steve Scrimshaw.
“He is a huge advocate for our sustainability agenda

importance of understanding that it’s not just a
story about environmental change, but one that
encompasses a much bigger picture.
One that demonstrates a combined commitment to
environmental, social and economic governance, or
ESG as the new buzzword refers.
But what does that mean for leading companies in
the North East?
And how has that approach led to long-term
sustainable change for Siemens Energy? (And, may we
add, a Terra Carta Seal award from Prince Charles).
Here, Sarah tells us more.
“I’ve always had a passion about the environment
and so I think it was inevitable I’ve ended up in a role
that’s all about protecting it!” she says.
“Being head of sustainability and environmental
governance is an incredible privilege, as is leading so
many pioneering projects.

and really understands the far-reaching implications
of our work for the people, planet and communities
we serve.”
ESG – The new kid on the sustainability block
Sarah says: “Our belief is that to be truly successful
as a sustainable business, you have to take a
holistic view and focus on many areas, including the
environment, social issues and economic factors – or
what’s known as ESG.
“In short, ESG is a set of criteria used to measure a
business’ sustainability impact.
“It is a criteria and standard that’s proving
invaluable for those companies looking to attract the
investor community and the right stakeholders to their
organisations.
“And it’s the businesses with strong ESG processes
that have proven to be more agile and resilient.

“Our sustainability programme focuses on the most
relevant topics to help us achieve our ambition to
become a sustainability leader in the industry.”
Sarah continues: “However, we recognise it’s
impossible to do everything. So, for Siemens Energy,
it’s about considering where we can make the biggest
change and the biggest difference.
“We have, after all, set our own ambitious targets to
be climate neutral by 2030.
“For us, that means looking at infrastructure and
decarbonisation, but also the societal work we do
encouraging women in engineering, economic growth,
supporting supply chains and the communities around
us.
“At the core of the programme is the goal to
decarbonise energy systems along the entire value
chain – while continuously improving our performance,
serving customers and providing jobs – but doing so
in a way that doesn’t harm the environment and gives
back and helps improve society.
“In real terms, that has included looking at areas
such as the way we service our business and how we
travel.
“We strategically looked at the areas with the
biggest impact on our carbon footprint and what we
could change to have the largest impact.
“One such area has been at our Lincoln factory,
where we manufacture and test gas turbines.
“As we are not ready to simply migrate solely to
low-carbon alternatives quite yet (despite it being in
another area we are leading), in the interim we have
developed other ways to minimise our testing time and
thus reduce our carbon footprint.
“We are also looking at developing a number of
products and processes that minimise the use of the
greenhouse gas – sulphur hexafluoride (SF6) – which is
used to insulate transmission equipment.”
Sarah adds: “And on a local level, in Newcastle, we
will be looking at ways we can replace gas heating in
our offices with alternatives such as air source heat
pumps.
“And with regards to company vehicles, we are
aiming to replace all company cars with hybrid or
electric options by 2025.
“New technology, infrastructure and green energy
solutions such as hydrogen will also all play a key role
in the transition.
“However, it is a journey that will take time, with
the main challenge being the sheer speed and scale of

the change required in the UK and indeed across the
globe.”
The seal of approval – Terra Carta recognition
Sarah says: “While there is still plenty more work to
do, it is incredibly rewarding to be acknowledged for
the progress we have made.
“And that was something we were able to celebrate
recently, when we were awarded a Terra Carta Seal
award by the Prince of Wales for our sustainability
work.
“Siemens Energy was one of only 46 global
companies to receive the inaugural accolade.”
Societal engagement
“As well as the focus on sustainability, part of my
role also involves leading the organisation’s societal
engagement agenda, which is based around three
key pillars: education, energy transformation and
sustaining communities,” adds Sarah.
“In Newcastle, this has included some incredible
STEM projects with local primary schools; supporting
the National Energy Action charity, which focuses on
eliminating fuel poverty alongside several fundraising
initiatives led by our wonderful staff who have raised
thousands of pounds for great causes.
“So, while it’s fair to say there is clearly a long way
still to go in achieving our sustainability utopia, for
me the importance will always be in continuing to tell
the narrative and showing the bigger picture, while
highlighting the indelible mark that every small action
can play in building a greener future.
“Because it’s when we empower others to believe
their actions can change the world that the real magic
happens.”
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Driving ahead towards fresh success
After a challenging 2021, Hartlepool-based brake pad maker TMD Friction is looking ahead to
this year being one of growth and expansion, boosted by significant investment across its plant.
www.tmdfriction.com
LinkedIn: TMD Friction

WHAT A DIFFERENCE 12 MONTHS CAN MAKE.
After starting 2021 in lockdown due to the
coronavirus pandemic, this year it’s business as usual
and all about positivity – with investment and expansion
the buzzwords at TMD Friction.
Like so many businesses, the global automotive
manufacturer has faced its fair share of challenges
caused by the pandemic.
But, thanks to multi-million-pound investment
committed by the Hartlepool-based company’s parent
group, TMD Friction is looking ahead to a year of
stability, growth and continued recruitment to support
the large-scale production of brake pads.
Tom Russell, UK operations manager, says: “There’s
no doubt 2021 was a year of highs and lows, with many
of the lows the result of circumstances beyond our
control.
“The coronavirus pandemic had a massive impact on
our business last year, mainly because of the number of
staff who were forced to isolate.
“At one point, we were around 25 per cent down on
numbers which, for a business like ours that relies on
shift outputs to maintain production levels, has a huge
knock-on effect.
“However, the changes to isolation rules, which
brought an end to the ‘pingdemic’, was a game-changer
for us, and really did help us get back on track in terms
of staffing numbers and results.
“Now, as we start 2022, we’re in a strong position to
maintain global growth and are looking ahead to this
year with renewed optimism.”
TMD Friction, which is based at Oakesway Trading
Estate and employs more than 500 people, makes
brake pads for 95 per cent of the models for Europe’s
aftermarket, including emergency service vehicles and
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many of the major distribution small trucks and vans.
Since the start of 2021, the company has benefited
from more than £3 million of investment across its
plant, with the most recent boost coming from a
£1 million spend on a new paint line, which will improve
the quality of brake pad products and reduce energy
consumption.
Further investment supported the purchase of
new state-of-the-art air compressors, while TMD’s
IT capabilities were also boosted with new software
and equipment, which has radically improved how the
company communicates with its workforce.
This expenditure resulted in the promotion of former
apprentice Stuart Gallagher into a more senior role
within the IT department, and the recruitment of
apprentice Ethan Robson – testament to the company’s
commitment to investing in young talent and giving
existing staff members the chance to move up the
career ladder.
Further highlights from the past 12 months include
the launch of a TMD Friction global learning and
development academy, which enables plants around
the world to virtually share examples of best practice;
and the launch of a new dedicated health, safety and
environment team, headed by Shaun Wilson.
The Hartlepool plant also won two international
Kaizen awards for continuous improvements – for best
use of tools and the top award, best Kaizen project.
It is the second time in four years that the Hartlepool
factory has picked up the most prestigious accolade.
Tom adds: “Our business has achieved so much in
recent times and thanks to the investment secured
from our parent company, which reinforces the group’s
commitment in our facility, we are on track for a
successful 2022.
“That includes working towards achieving our goal
of producing 120,000 parts per week, which was our
target at the start of last year. The investment in the
new paint lines will certainly help that.
“Investment in machinery and equipment is one
thing, however, investing in our workforce is just as
important to us – we know it’s our people that are the
key to our continued growth.
“That is evident in our recruitment of apprentices,
who are employed in various areas of the business.
“They’re a key part of our talent attraction
programme, which continues to support the company’s
global growth and enhance our position as Europe’s

TMD Friction
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TMD Friction
provides brake
technology for
passenger cars
and commercial
vehicles to
racing cars
and industrial
applications.
Its Hartlepool
plant forms part
of a global list of
factories, which
includes sites
in Brazil, China,
Germany, Japan
and the US.

leading manufacturer of brake pads for the aftermarket.
“It is also backed up by our willingness to promote
internally – talent retention is another key element of
our business strategy, and we always instil in our staff
that if they prove themselves, there will be chances to
progress.”
He adds: “I must also recognise the hard work and
commitment of our dedicated team at Hartlepool.
“In difficult times, everybody has shown themselves
to be team players and helped us continue to satisfy
customer orders, doing so safely.
“We reduced accidents by 28 per cent in 2021, which
is a massive achievement and was only done with
everybody’s focus on safety.
“There are so many reasons to be positive about the
future.
“Yes, it’s been a tough 21 months or so, and COVID-19
hasn’t gone away, but we have adapted and found a
way to live and work with it.
“Not just that, but we are seeing many signs that
we’ve turned a corner for good – investment, job
creation and expansion are evident throughout the area,
and the businesspeople I speak to on a daily basis seem
genuinely optimistic that 2022 will be a great year.
“I have to agree.”
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Make your finances a
new year resolution
With a new year comes new goals and
objectives, with many of us embarking on
exercise regimes to lay the foundations
for a fitter 12 months. But, as Trevor Clark,
Chartered financial planner and director
at Perspective (North East) Ltd explains,
ensuring we are in good shape financially
is just as important.
www.pfgl.co.uk
@perspectivefgl

WELCOME TO 2022; THE YEAR OF THE TIGER,
according to the Chinese.
Like many of us, you’ve probably made some
resolutions for the 12 months ahead.
But, like many of us, you’ve probably already seen
them fall by the wayside.
Has Dry January turned a little damper than
planned? Has the gym lost its lure?
If so, why not consider some resolutions of a
different kind, ones that put your finances in order for
2022 and beyond?
They might not provide the same feeling of instant
wellbeing as a drink-free month, or a sustained spell on
the treadmill.
What they will do, though, is deliver crucial financial
fitness that allows you to plan for the future with real
confidence.
Complete that tax return
We suggest completing two tax returns in 2022.
The first one, relating to the 2020/2021 tax year,
needs to be carried out before January 31, as the
penalties are quite severe, starting with an initial fixed
sum of £100.
Then, once that is done, put a note in your diary to
get the 2021/2022 return done before January 2023.
Claim higher rate tax relief on pension contributions
This is also the time to use your tax return to claim
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back any higher rate or additional tax relief you are
entitled to on pension contributions you have made
during the year.
If you’re a 40 or 45 per cent taxpayer, it could
significantly reduce your bill.
Your pension provider should give you a statement
confirming the amount you have contributed – this
value then needs to be entered in the tax reliefs section
of your return.
If you’ve already completed your return online but
didn’t claim your tax relief, you can log back in and
amend it before January 31.
If you don’t, you could end up paying more tax than
is necessary.
Consider tax efficient savings and investments
There is often some confusion around the difference
between tax avoidance and tax evasion.
Broadly, tax avoidance is legally arranging your
affairs to ensure only the minimum amount of tax is
paid.
Tax avoidance works within the letter of the law and
takes many different forms.
Tax evasion, on the other hand, is the criminal
act of paying less tax than is legally due, usually
by deliberately understating income or overstating
expenses.
How we help
Some of the simplest, and most common, forms we
use to support clients through tax avoidance include:
• H
 olding assets, such as shares, in your spouse’s
name, to make use of their capital gains allowance
• M
 aking use of unused allowances when they cannot
be carried forward

Perspective
Financial
Group
-

Operating from 18
offices in the UK,
including bases
in Newcastle and
Darlington where
it employs 21
advisers and 70
staff, Perspective
Financial
Group provides
advice and
support across
investment,
retirement
planning,
inheritance
tax planning,
personal wealth
and corporate
planning.
If you would
like to talk to a
member of the
Perspective team
to better plan
your finances, call
0191 217 3340 or
01325 289400.
Please
note: Levels,
bases and reliefs
from taxation
may be subject to
change and their
value depends
on the individual
circumstances of
the investor.

• H
 olding savings and investments in an ISA, to benefit
from tax-free interest
Rely on our expert support
So, with the above in mind, let us help you take
advantage of the legitimate opportunities to invest your
money in tax efficient wrappers and make 2022 the
year when your financial resolutions last longer than
that gym membership.
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Ours is a region synonymous with pioneering deeds

FOR
FOUNDERS,
THINKERS,
LEADERS,
CREATORS,
innovators,
ENTREPRENEURS
&
DOERS

FUTURES
LIST

Since 2015, we have celebrated the ingenuity
of some of the North East’s most extraordinary
people while also shining a light on the myriad
opportunities we have in the region to make a
big impact on the wider world.

www.netimesmagazine.co.uk
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Ours is a region synonymous with pioneering deeds. From
Stephenson’s Locomotion No 1 that gave birth to the railways
in 1825, to Joseph Swan’s literal lightbulb moment and Charles
Hesterman Merz’s high-voltage AC power distribution venture,
which acted as a forerunner to the National Grid, the North
East has always pushed the boundaries. Factor in too the
plethora of coal mines that fired industrial change, and our
shipyards and iron and steel works that fixed the region firmly
on the global map as a manufacturing powerhouse, and it
is clear our region’s reputation for driving change is overt.
Today’s landscapes may look somewhat different from those of
centuries past, but the strength of ingenuity remains unaltered,
with the North East’s current band of visionaries playing their
part in maintaining our area’s position at the vanguard of
change. And, as we begin a new year, we at North East Times
wanted to celebrate this, by throwing the spotlight on some of
the individuals and businesses primed to make a big impression
in 2022. From the built environment sector across the creative
and digital and technology spheres, to healthcare, hospitality,
manufacturing and sport, we’ve handpicked some of the people
and organisations we believe will play a huge role in delivering a
bright future for our region.

Words by ColinYoung and Chloe Holmes
Photography by Christopher Owens
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Beth Hazon
Nic Quinn
Alex Nietosvuori
Ally Thompson
SamWhitehouse
Mike O’Neill
Chris Bone
Mike Davies

Rob Simmons
Abby Lowe
Lizzie Esau
Ellen McCann
James Dixon
Maddy Houghton
SarahWilliams

MADDY
HOUGHTON

“Fabric is a training academy built to
power the most ambitious marketers
to thrive.
“It was really important for the
team to build a practical academy
that gave valuable insight into
what marketing is, rather than just
academic theory.
“The business was built to disrupt
the marketing education landscape,
and it’s one of the first of its kind,
giving learners an opportunity to
deliver a tangible marketing strategy
for the organisation they work for.
“The marketplace is so
competitive, and our programme
gives marketers a chance to stand
out in a crowded space.
“I started working in marketing five
years ago but found it really difficult
to get into the industry because I
didn’t have a marketing degree or
any marketing experience.
“I love that my job gives people the
opportunity to gain that experience,
which is something I wish I had when
I was younger.
“I was in South America building
our programme to what it is today,
with no idea that the world was going
to come to a standstill.
“But the pandemic has actually
accelerated our growth, because it
gave us the time to focus on building
something new.
“The past 18 months have seen us
finding our feet and we now know
how to get the programme to market
and how valuable it is.
“We’re developing our strategy
for US and European markets, so the
goal is to go global, and conquer the
world.”

Head of delivery, Fabric Marketing Academy
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“I come from a very creative
house; my dad is a musician – a
bass player – and my mum is an
artist.
“I started making rhymes at a
young age, and that turned into
my mum suggesting one day that
I write things down. I have my
first songbook from when I was
seven.
“I met my manager a couple of
years ago, and she’s been a huge
support.
“I’ve always known I wanted to
do this as my career; it’s always
been my dream. But the next step
was showing people my songs
and putting them out there.
“I’d just started doing shows
before the first lockdown, and
the pause really gave me an
opportunity to start building the
band – it’s the best thing to have
come out of it.
“I’ve just turned 22 and I’m
finishing a degree.
“In the next 12 months, we are
hoping to put an EP out – 2022 is
the year!
“We have great local support
and hopefully it’s now time to get
to the next level.”

“We have a hotel with 11 bedrooms
and a restaurant for up to 30
people with the intention of
serving the best Northumbrian
produce in a creative, flowing
tasting menu with Alex’s
Scandinavian feel and techniques,”
says Ally.
“The focus is on Northumbrian
produce and things on our
doorstep and making sure our
food is fresh, light and bright
from our big open kitchen – no
pretentiousness, no snobbery.
“Just good food with a warm
welcome and fine drinks.”
Alex adds: “I want it to be the
best.
“We set out to be the best
restaurant in England and
represent Northumberland; we’re
only two-years-old and finding our
feet and evolving.
“A restaurant doesn’t really
begin until it has been open for
three years.
“We want to keep developing
and never stand still.”

ALEX
NIETOSVUORI
&
ALLY
THOMPSON
Musician
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Founders, Restaurant Hjem

LIZZIE
ESAU
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SARAH
WILLIAMS
BETH
HAZON
&
NIC QUINN

Managing director and strategy director,
Do Gooder Studio
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“The work we do goes across research, cultural
insight, strategy and creativity,” says Beth.
“We channel it into plans, talk to consumers
and stakeholders, using those creative
activations to engage and build relationships.”
Nic adds: “We believe in the power of
brands to change the world for good.
“Our creation was born of frustration; if
marketing and advertising can create bad
behaviours, what would happen if you pointed
it in a different direction? Would that create
good behaviours?
“We work with local and national companies,
and we want to do interesting work and keep it
in the region.
“The talent is here, and we are passionate
about keeping interesting jobs in the North
East, so people don’t feel the need to move to
London.
“We know we are just as good as anyone
else.”

Director, Ortus

“We are a paid marketing specialist agency headquartered in
Newcastle and will be re-opening our office in Teesside this month.
“We rebranded in March, when we branched off from the rest
of the N21 Group – North and Silverbean – and took the decision
to specialise, and we have worked with clients including Clarks,
Moda in Pelle and Ethical Superstore.
“I am now a director of the agency, and we are looking for
sustained growth and to get our name out there in the North East
and nationally, so more people hear about us.
“Our research shows 65 per cent of our clients come from
referrals, and we are looking to build on that.”
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MIKE DAVIES,
CHRIS BONE
&
ROB SIMMONS
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Co-founders, Haystack

“We are the marketplace business
for tech professionals, and we want
to be the Tripadvisor for the tech
landscape – we want people to
come to Haystack for the latest in
the tech scene,” says Mike.
“I was a software engineer, and
this product is a result of solving a
problem I had, I lived, and I solved.”
Chris continues: “Candidate is
key now.
“In all industries, companies held
the cards and made candidates
jump through hoops.
“Haystack acts as a career site
for businesses and tech engineers.”
Rob adds: “When you get rid of
geographical restrictions and open
your company up, you can have
access to a global talent pool.
“Where do we want to be next
year? We all have our sights set
overseas eventually.
“Haystack would work really well
in the States and mainland Europe.”

“Ryder was established in Newcastle
in 1953, and now has a team of more
than 300 people across the UK, Hong
Kong, Vancouver and Amsterdam.
“We recently won a Queen’s
Award for Enterprise – recognised
for excellence in international trade
– and were named architectural
practice of the year at the Building
Awards 2021.
“I started at the practice as a
PlanBEE apprentice, a programme
founded by Ryder and Gateshead
College, which aims to tackle the
construction industry skills gap and
nurture more rounded and adaptable
graduates. The initiative is now
supported by a consortium of more
than 30 businesses across the UK.
“Ryder sponsored me throughout
my degree while I continued working,
and I won the apprentice of the
year title at the North East England
Chamber of Commerce’s Inspiring
Females Awards, in November.
“I plan to begin my Masters in
2022, as well as hopefully continuing
to work on a wide range of projects
across the North East.”

ELLEN
McCANN
Design assistant, Ryder Architecture
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MIKE
O’NEILL

“Our motor technology for
commercial vehicles and other
applications does not use
permanent magnets, which are
currently used on the majority of
electric vehicles on our roads.
“There are still some nasty
materials in those, which aren’t
good for long-term sustainability
because of the vast amounts
of waste product from their
manufacturing.
“We have parts going all over
the globe now, the business
is starting to take off and, as
electric car sales go through the
roof, this is a really exciting time
for us.
“The North East used to
be renowned worldwide for
shipbuilding, with good skilled
craftsmen and workers but, as
that industry disappeared, those
skills have gone.
“As we grow as a business, I
personally want to help grow
the manufacturing expertise in
the North East with high-skilled
jobs and put that skillset back
into the area in new innovative
technology.”
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“Lines Behind – the lines behind the
drawings – is a product company with
a graphic element and illustration
twist.
“I was working for Lego in the Far
East and drew Tokyo one day, put it
up in my flat when I got home, and
people liked it.
“So I started creating prints of
favourite places around Newcastle
and the region, and it snowballed.
“Now we have more than 250
designs – mugs, badges, cushions,
towels, you name it – mainly with a
North East or Geordie twist.
“The work in the last year has been
mainly interiors and murals for office
refits as people went back to work.
“We have work in Bristol, Brighton
and Birmingham in the new year, and
we’re looking towards other areas
and new exciting, massive projects to
come too; one with a huge worldwide
brand.
“We’ve worked with Greggs, Fat
Hippo, we’re in Fenwick and John
Lewis, and really looking to expand a
business that started as a hobby and
has taken off to a crazy extent I still
cannot believe.”

JAMES
DIXON
Chief operating officer, Advanced Electric Machines

Founder, Lines Behind
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“The club is doing an incredible job
reaching out to local people; the
men’s games are always sold out
and support for the women’s team
continues to grow.
“It’s like a little community, I love
it. Basketball has given me so many
opportunities and I really care about
getting girls involved and enjoying
the game.
“We beat Leicester in early
December to reach the Womens’
British Basketball League Trophy
Final, which takes place at the end of
this month.
“It’s going to be tough against
London Lions – who beat us in the
final last year – but it’s something to
really look forward to.
“I played for Team GB’s under-23
3x3 team in the summer, in Israel,
but sadly got COVID-19 and missed
the second part of the tournament in
France.
“I was also called up for the
seniors’ squad for the finals in front
of the Eiffel Tower, mainly for the
experience, and it was incredible.
“It will be really tough to get in
the sport’s first-ever GB squad, but it
would be amazing to be part of the
Olympics.”

Guard, Newcastle Eagles
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DR SAM
WHITEHOUSE

ABBY
LOWE

“LightOx is a four-year spin-out from Durham University.
“The research was sponsored by High Force Research,
which put the seed development into LightOx to become
a drug development company.
“We took the technology, and oral cancer became our
market position.
“The drug is like a fluorescent gel, which is applied to
a cancerous lesion; you shine a light on it, and it kills the
cancer, or stops it developing.
“Currently, there are no alternative treatments for this
type of cancer and the only solutions for surgeons are to
leave it or cut it out.
“2022 is very exciting because we’ve managed to
secure labs in The Biosphere, in Newcastle, with 14 staff,
and we are taking the drug into clinical trials in Liverpool.
“We need to manufacture it for those trials, and we are
starting to crank up the gears to get around £8 million
funding and investment to really push it and bring bigger
partners in.”

Chief executive, LightOx
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Work smarter and be more
productive with a smart meter
Are you seeking smart solutions for your business?
If so, a smart meter could be just the ticket.
www.neechamber.co.uk
@NEEChamber

North East
England
Chamber of
Commerce
-

For more
information about
the North East
England Chamber
of Commerce,
its work with
members and
how it could help
your organisation,
visit www.
neechamber.
co.uk or call 0300
303 6322

SMART METERS ARE THE NEW GENERATION
of gas and electricity meters, which can be
an invaluable asset for firms in legal services,
accounting and bookkeeping, marketing consultancy,
architecture, IT and more.
Businesses across Great Britain are already reaping
the rewards by gaining better control of their energy
bills.
Are you ready to join them?
What can smart meters do for your business?
• Provide accurate bills, enabling better cashflow
• Make your bills simpler, saving time for other tasks
• Help you to do your bit for the environment

Contribute positively to a cleaner and greener world
From the moment your smart meter is installed,
you are helping create a smart energy system that
could ultimately help reduce our carbon emissions as
a nation.
Businesses across Great Britain are working to
positively contribute to a cleaner and greener world.
Using a smart meter is a step in the right direction
to help you cut down on energy waste and make your
business more sustainable.
Firms with ten employees or fewer could be eligible,
and installations can be arranged at a convenient time
to ensure minimal interruption to your business and
your clients.
Contact your energy supplier or broker today and
see if you are eligible.

Say goodbye to estimated bills and hello to your new
smart meter
Estimated bills can be inaccurate and inefficient,
which means you might be overpaying for the services
you are using.
Stay in control, save money and save time by only
paying for the energy your business uses.
Save time for other tasks
Your company is innovative, trusted, responsible
and engaged, so you need business solutions that
reflect that.
The key to greater productivity is to work smarter,
not harder.
With a smart meter, you can continue to do what
you do best, while your smart meter provides accurate
bills, without needing to provide manual meter
readings.
This saves precious time and energy to focus on
your business priorities.
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A sustainable future is within reach
Mark Church, head of sustainability at North P&I Club, explains why the
maritime insurer is working towards net-zero, and why North East businesses
are perfectly placed to deliver a better future for us all.

www.nepia.com
@NorthPandIClub
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AS WE HEAD INTO 2022, SUSTAINABILITY IS –
quite rightly – a priority for many of us in the North
East’s business community.
The eyes of the world were on Glasgow last autumn
as the city hosted COP-26, placing sustainability high
on the global agenda.
Even before that, the cut in emissions resulting from
less travel and road traffic during COVID-19 lockdowns
led us all to reflect on how we can create a greener
world.
Making a difference has always been our focus at
North.
Whether it’s enabling our members and clients to
trade with confidence, creating jobs and economic
opportunities for local people in the North East, or
giving back to our communities, our 161-year history
has been defined by our sense of responsibility to
others.

and inclusion, corporate social responsibility,
employee engagement and investments.
We see this as our responsibility, not just as a
North East business, but also as a major player in the
maritime industry.
We are members of the International Group of P&I
Clubs, responsible for insuring 90 per cent of the
world’s ocean-going shipping.
By setting out our stall on sustainability, we can
lead the way for our sector, supporting our members
in implementing their own sustainability targets and
policies.
Compared to other forms of transportation, shipping
is relatively low-carbon, but with 95 per cent of the
world’s trade carried by sea, this means shipping
contributes more than two per cent of worldwide
greenhouse gas emissions.
It is therefore vital that significant changes are made

Sustainability at North is about making real-world
differences to our environmental impact.
That is why we have recently announced our aim to
reach net-zero carbon emissions by 2030.
We have already achieved a great deal in terms of
protecting the marine environment and supporting
the health and wellbeing of people, including our own
team here at North, as well as the many thousands of
seafarers our members work with.
Our 2030 Sustainability Strategy will help us to go
even further, though, and more quickly too.
We are introducing a raft of changes to cut our
emissions, from reducing the use of fossil fuels to heat
and power our buildings – both here in Newcastle and
across the world – to thinking again about how, and
how often, we travel.
The seven ambitious targets we have set cover
carbon emissions, waste, our supply chain, diversity

across our sector to protect the environment and
communities.
We see sustainability not just as an environmental
challenge, but as a social one too, protecting the
health and wellbeing of people around the globe and
providing sustainable livelihoods through the right
business practices.
With global temperatures rising and such a huge
challenge ahead of us all, it can often be tempting to
feel cynical or disillusioned about the sustainability
efforts businesses around the world are taking.
However, at North we’re committed to transparency
and firmly believe that actions speak louder than
words.
That’s why we have recently published a detailed
impact report exploring our sustainability work to date.
For example, the safety tools we provide to our
members, such as the industry-leading GlobeView

technology platform, prevent pollution-related
incidents through real-time threat information,
empowering shipping operators to act decisively and
proactively.

In addition, our expert claims team has advised on,
and coordinated, some of the biggest pollution cleanup operations in the world.
After a car carrier overturned off the coast of the

US state of Georgia, we worked on constructing
environmental protection barriers to contain debris
and pollutants, thereby helping to protect local sea life
and communities.
On the other side of the world, we advised on the
delicate removal of fuel supplies after a ship sunk near
South Korea.
Using the latest technologies, including remote
controlled vehicles, fuel was safely removed from
the wreck, helping to protect the precious marine
ecosystem in the region.
In these times of great change, it is difficult to
predict what 2022 holds in store for the world.
What we do know, however, is that our commitment
to sustainability is unwavering.
We see our sustainability strategy as a vital part of
our role as a responsible business.
We are looking forward to reporting on our progress
as we work towards meeting our net-zero target and
take great pride in helping to lead the wider maritime
sector, as well as other North East businesses, in
working towards a greener future.
We are proud to have such a long and illustrious
history here in the North East and feel privileged to
have the expertise and enthusiasm of our people in
delivering real change around the world.
The North East has always been at the heart of
innovation.
From the Industrial Revolution to the present day,
businesses in our region have always been prepared
to step up and be bold and ambitious in striving for
change.
The sustainability challenge we all face now is
no different – and it requires us all to act quickly,
transparently and proactively to protect our planet and
its people.

North
-

Founded and
headquartered
in Newcastle,
North’s influence
stretches around
the world,
with offices
in Australasia,
Greece, China
(Shanghai and
Hong Kong),
Japan, Singapore,
Ireland and
the USA
complementing
its regional hub.
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How strategic planning can
save your events programme
The ever-increasing threat of the Omicron COVID-19 variant has heaped fresh uncertainty upon a
business events landscape that had just begun to enjoy a semblance of clarity. However, awardwinning Recovery4Life says all is not lost, with its expert and trusted risk management and
testing procedures allowing face-to-face ceremonies to continue safely. Here, Alex Devitt, chief
operating officer, explains more.

www.recovery4life.co.uk
@Recovery4LifeNE

AUTUMN 2021 SAW A MASS RETURN TO FACE-TOface activities in businesses right across the North
East, as loosening of restrictions allowed people to
meet up in ways something like pre-pandemic days.
Events from conferences to networking dinners
and breakfasts were staged from Teesside to
Northumberland, allowing vital business development
to take place.
The leisure and hospitality industry was busier than
it had been for nearly two years.
Yet the arrival of the Omicron variant has changed
the situation again, to be one of great uncertainty.
While a massive drive to ensure the greatest number
of people possible are vaccinated, the prospects
for vital business and leisure events are extremely
varied, with some continuing, some postponed and
many simply cancelled as many companies and
organisations struggle with a moral and practical
problem in deciding whether to press ahead.
However, rigorous and well-thought through
processes can save the day and allow all important
interactivity between business people to take place,
as Alex Devitt [pictured right], of award-winning
healthcare business Recovery4Life, explains.
He says: “Subject to the Government’s restrictions,
your event programme can still take place in 2022 if
you plan effectively.
“Working with us to determine effective risk
management protocols will allow your business to
continue to reach existing and new customers and
clients.
“As an early adopter of COVID-19 testing, we have
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a fully developed risk-management system, not just
to carry out testing but to identify when and where
testing should be carried out, with an emphasis on
safety.
“And we offer a range of testing solutions that
include PCR antigen (back-to-lab), rapid/lateral flow
antigen and antibody.
“Ultimately, we help senior management make vital
decisions by providing a service that allows events to
happen in a safe space.”
The service to which Alex refers, offers unique risk
management advice at the start of the event planning
process that moves through to actual virus testing on
the day itself.
It has been honed over several years by the
Recovery4Life team and has been used by leading
organisations regionwide, including Teesside
International Airport, the North East Process Industry
Cluster (NEPIC) and the Entrepreneurs’ Forum at its
recent conference.
Alex says: “A bespoke approach to each event is
very evident from the personal service we offer.
“Often risk management is seen as preventing
business taking place. Actually, business continuity is
at the heart of our service.”
A highly-experienced team of clinicians and advisers
with expertise over several key healthcare areas
combines to give clients genuine re-assurance that
allows them to keep their event programme on track.
Yet, while events are important to inform existing
and potential new clients of the benefits of a particular
business, it’s important to understand the pandemic
has had much deeper effects on the management and
staff of companies and organisations.
Again, says Alex, Recovery4Life is on hand to help.
He says: “We provide a range of occupational health
and wellbeing services to businesses across the UK.
“We’ve seen a significant increase in demand for
health and wellbeing services – including our proactive
employee assistance services (EAP), which cover
complex and existing cases and direct treatment
programmes – from complex mental health issues,
PTSD, depression and anxiety, to drug and alcohol

Recovery4Life
-

If you would
like to find out
more about
Recovery4Life’s
COVID-19
testing and
specialist support
services, call
03333 448 288
or email www.
recovery4life.
co.uk/contact/
For more
information on
the company’s
drug, alcohol and
mental health
support services,
visit www.
recovery4life.
co.uk

Pictured, right,
is John Devitt,
Recovery4Life
chief executive,
with the firm’s
NEPIC 2021
innovation award

detoxes and relapse prevention.
“We’ve also seen increased demand for more
traditional occupational health services, such as health
surveillance and management referrals, but with a
much greater focus on mental health and emerging
long-COVID-19 conditions.”
The work carried out by Recovery4Life is a serious
business, but Alex is keen to point out that there are
lighter times too.
He adds: “Due to the nature of the work we have
carried out over several years, we understand that,
wherever possible, we should try to be positive with
clients – giving them hope and a future at work and we
find, at times, a little humour mixes well with practical
clinical advice.”
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Energy

Painting a different
kind of landscape

Report

‘Get on with
delivering change’
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Nearly – but not quite.
Like the pupil whose end of year report
would have been improved had they
committed to their science studies a little
more, the COP-26 summit was a can-do
better affair.
With last-minute tweaks to coal use
and some carmakers’ hesitancy to join
a zero-emissions pledge, the Glasgow
conference ended with the feeling of
what might have been.
And that sentiment was reflected
in a study* released last month by the
Climate Change Committee, which
warned “the world is not yet on track to
the Paris Agreement’s temperature goal

to hold the rise to well below 2C and
pursue efforts to 1.5C”.
Furthermore, it says that even if all
of the ambitions and net-zero emission
targets made at COP-26 were to
materialise, “an expected warming of
just under 2C might be achieved” –
adding “current climate policies would
not deliver close to these targets (with)
the world on track to an expected
temperature rise of around 2.7C”.
Against that backdrop, therefore,
the organisation has provided a simple
message to the Government: focus on
delivering existing targets, rather than
further increasing ambition.

Words by Steven Hugill

*COP26: Key outcomes and next steps for the UK: www.theccc.org.uk/publication/cop26-key-outcomes-and-next-steps-for-the-uk/

The North East has long led the way when it comes to change. From the cradleto-grave pitmen, who cleaved the coal that fired a revolution; to the once bustling
shipyards that allowed international connectivity to steam ahead; the iron and
steel plants that forged superstructures the world over; and the present – and
ever-growing – digital and technology sector, ours is a region with a track record
for making things happen. It is at the vanguard of something else too: the clean
energy transition. As the weeks pass following COP-26, and global leaders look to
make good on promises, the North East is already striding ahead with a wealth of
moves to make energy change a reality. Here, Steven Hugill explores some of the
headline-grabbing developments.
4Leonardo da Vinci was a fine
Renaissance figure.
So too is his present-day waterborne
namesake, even if the similarities seem, at
first, somewhat incredulous.
For both are synonymous with new
beginnings, catalytic figures representing
the rebirth of social, political and economic
landscapes.
Leonardo da Vinci, the painter, for the
magnificence of the Mona Lisa and the
spiritualism of The Last Supper; Leonardo
da Vinci, the 171-metre offshore wind
power cable vessel, for its status as a
driving force in delivering energy sector
change.
When the latter sailed up the River Tees
late last year, docking at AV Dawson’s Port
of Middlesbrough, it became the largest
craft of its type to pass under the town’s
Transporter Bridge.

And its journey was worthy of much
fanfare.
For it represented, and reiterated, a
region operating where it always has done
– right at the vanguard of industry. Of
innovation. Of progress.
Where our shipbuilding prowess was
once the envy of international shores,
where our coal exports were once lauded
globally, and where our iron and steel
created structures the world over, today
our region is at the forefront of new
change.
COP-26 might have awakened – or
reawakened in some cases – the climate
emergency, but the North East has been
alive to the clean energy transition for
some time now.
Leonardo da Vinci’s visit (it was fitted
out in Middlesbrough for work on the
Viking Link project that will create an
71
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energy connection between the UK and
Denmark) provided yet another example.
Built by Prysmian Group, bosses say
the goliath structure – which is scheduled
to make regular returns to its creator’s
Teesside Northern European marine base
– is the world’s most advanced cablelaying vessel, with capacity to work in the
most challenging of weathers, and in the
deepest of seabeds.
As AV Dawson managing director Gary
Dawson – a man who knows a thing or
two about a renaissance, having made
numerous operational additions to the
third-generation distribution company’s
Middlesbrough estate – said upon its
arrival, the vessel “illustrates how Teesside
and the River Tees is evolving to lead the
way in exciting new industries.”
Leonardo da Vinci, though, merely
scratches the surface – or scrapes the
seabed, depending on your choice of idiom
– of the region’s moves in the clean energy
sphere.
Just days after it made its grand
appearance, another flagship Teesside
employer, this time Bill Scott’s Wilton
Universal Group, was announcing its own
plans for a fresh start.
Partnering with London-based
international law firm Stephenson
Harwood LLP, HKA and Teesside
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University, the engineer launched what
it says is the country’s first renewables
academy.
Created to nurture the next generation
of offshore wind and hydrogen workers,
members of its first cohort are expected to
begin their studies in June, with topics due
to cover areas across project identification
and ownership, contracting, construction
and insurance.
At its conclusion, bosses say graduates
will visit Wilton’s vast production hub on
the banks of the River Tees, where it makes
huge parts for renewables developments,
and travel to sea to witness a wind farm in
operation.
New recruits, of course, need jobs
to move into, and just down river from
Wilton’s base at Redcar, GE Renewable
Energy hopes to deliver what has been
hailed by regeneration chiefs as a
“mammoth” 2250-job wind turbine blade
making factory.
Based on the burgeoning Teesworks
development – itself reviving former
SSI UK steelworks land and propelled
by Government freeport status – it is
earmarked to supply parts to the North
Sea-based Dogger Bank wind farm.
However, as North East Times went to
print, question marks had been raised over
the factory’s future amid delays to a lease

agreement, though local development
bosses said they remain confident it would
come to fruition.
Once finished, leaders say Dogger
Bank - for which Newton Aycliffe’s Tekmar
Energy will make and supply power cable
protection systems - will service around
five per cent of the UK’s electricity needs
and operate as the largest energy scheme
of its type in the world.
Elsewhere on Teesworks, green moves
are being made by Net Zero Teesside,
which will include the Net Zero Teesside
Power endeavour.
The latter is planned to become the
world’s first commercial scale gas-fired
power station, with capabilities to capture
and store carbon before it escapes into the
atmosphere.
Moreover, such is the potential of the
overall Net Zero Teesside venture that
ministers last year chose it to receive
Carbon Capture and Storage Infrastructure
Fund cash, to lead efforts in establishing
the country’s first decarbonised industrial
cluster.
The fires may have been extinguished on
centuries of iron and steelmaking in 2015,
when Thai-led SSI UK fell into liquidation,
but the area’s industrial flame remains
eternal.
And it is primed to burn increasingly
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brightly thanks to plans from global
operator BP, which is rolling out a blueprint
to build two Teesworks-based hydrogen
schemes.
The conglomerate’s HyGreen Teesside
plant will, the company says, produce as
much as 500MWe (megawatts electric)
of power by 2030, with H2Teesside, a
blue hydrogen production base it says will
convert natural gas into hydrogen and
carbon dioxide, tipped to be operational
within five years.
And, just up the road at the Wilton
International industrial park, which
has long stood as a UK leader for
petrochemical and process sector
innovation, moves are being made to usher
in a new era of energy production.
Working with 8 Rivers Capital and
existing Teesside operator Sembcorp
Energy UK, Durham-based business
development organisation NOF is
supporting the Whitetail Clean Energy
project, which aims to create the UK’s first
net-zero emissions power plant.
Using NOF’s network of partners –
which includes operators, developers and
major contractors – to build supply chain
relationships, the 200-job factory could
be commissioned as early as 2025, with
operations focused on combusting natural
gas with oxygen, rather than air, and using
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supercritical carbon dioxide instead of
steam.
Sembcorp, however, isn’t looking to stop
there.
In the days before Christmas, the
business announced its intention to build
what it describes as “Europe’s largest
battery energy storage system”, which
it says will help the UK achieve net-zero
targets. Set to provide 360MW of power at
its Wilton International hub, the firm says it
will complement an existing 70MW battery
provision and build on the introduction
early this year of another 50MW system.
The scene is similar up in
Northumberland, where a former coalfired power station is being revitalised for a
cleaner future.
Subsea power line maker JDR Cable
Systems – so long a staple of the region’s
energy cluster thanks to its Hartlepool
factory – hopes to transform the heavy
industry hangover into a £130 million hub
that will deliver an initial 170 jobs.
Planned to open in 2024 at Cambois,
near Blyth, it says the site will operate as a
UK first, by overseeing the full production
of high voltage, offshore wind farm cabling
under one roof.
Remaining in the county, engineer Osbit
recently became part of Venterra Group,
which bosses say is poised to invest
£250 million to boost offshore wind work
by mid-2022.
The firm, which has sites at the Port of
Blyth and Riding Mill, says the move will
create new jobs and significantly bolster its
existing presence in the renewable energy
sphere.
Traverse south to the Port of Tyne, and
the sense of renaissance is no less potent.
Where the black gold of coal was
once the dominant currency, today
clean energy is the capital operation,
with a blueprint that aims not just to
support but turbocharge next generation
environmental initiatives.
Spearheaded by its Tyne 2050 strategy,
the port has pledged to achieve net-zero
greenhouse gas emissions by 2030 and

aims to become a clean energy technology
and green innovation testbed by 2025, and
an all-electric operation by 2040.
Furthermore, it is now home to what it
says is the UK’s first net-zero warehouse,
which uses electric vehicles to shift goods
and illuminates operations via energy
efficient LEDs.
A cornerstone of its work is the 200acre Tyne Clean Energy Park, which
straddles the river across four sites
and which, said chiefs at its unveiling,
would provide a focal point for offshore
renewable energy companies, marine
engineering firms and their supply chains
to flourish.
And its lure didn’t take long to attract a
tenant – and a significant one at that.
Ground was last year broken on a
200-job Dogger Bank operation and
maintenance base, which will be used
by wind farm joint venture firm Equinor
across the project’s 35-year lifespan.
Pledging the site will be run
net-zero, officials say they are committed
to “working with others in the region to
develop a world-leading offshore wind
cluster”.
And, in keeping with the theme of
renaissance, the development will occupy
land where McNulty’s South Shields’
marine yard once stood.
As Matt Beeton, the port’s chief
executive, told this magazine in October,
“all businesses need to evolve to remain
relevant and successful”.
The thesaurus suggests development
and progression as alternative words to
evolution.
Whichever you choose, though, they’re
all synonymous with renaissance – just as
our region is synonymous with change and
advancement.
Leonardo da Vinci painted pictures that
continue to provide inspiration the world
over.
In a similar way, the North East is
preparing a canvas for world-leading
energy sector change that will endure well
into the future.
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Osbit has been a recognised player in the offshore wind sector
for a good number of years, but its presence was catalysed late in
2021 when it became a founding member of the Venterra Group.
With bosses of the latter promising significant investment to
spearhead the global energy transition towards a greener future,
Osbit stands ready to take great steps forward. Here, Steven Hugill
speaks to joint managing directors Robbie Blakeman and Brendon
Hayward about the business’ history, its place in the shifting energy
landscape and why it will always be that little bit different.

4What’s in a name?
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laying, to safety access apparatus and
mammoth structures used to ensure
former oil and gas well sites remain safe –
does things a little differently.
Take its senior management team.
Where many companies have
a figurehead, Osbit has two, with
experienced engineers – and joint
managing directors – Robbie Blakeman
and Brendon Hayward overseeing its
progress.
Both have been with the business
for more than a decade and both are
seasoned in their craft.
Prior to joining Osbit in 2011, Robbie led
projects at IHC EB, with Brendon doing
similarly at SMD and Pearson Engineering,
before switching to Pipecoil Limited as
engineering director.
And while pooling their resources, they
also split their knowledge and experience
for the business’ benefit, with Robbie
taking more of a focus on the technology
and engineering side, and Brendon using
his insight to drive the culture and people
side of the firm.
And it works.
Brendon says: “We’ve worked together
pretty much across Osbit’s entire history,
and our relationship comes from the
values, culture and trust we’ve built up –
what we have can’t be fabricated.

“We are a very high energy business
and having someone to bounce off like
Robbie is fantastic.
“We’ve always had a very flat company
structure and neither of us have an ego;
we have shared values and ambitions, and
in that leadership role, having two of us
keeps the energy high and the focus on
doing what’s best for the business.”
A defined difference is evident too
across operations, which include a
manufacturing base at the Port of Blyth.
Rather than applying homogenous
methods in the marketplace, Osbit
– founded by the recently-retired Dr
Tony Trapp – works with clients to tailor
individual systems that meet projects’
ever-changing requirements.
“When we started, instead of trying to
find a product and push it out, we took a
different approach,” says Robbie.
“It meant we quickly started solving
customers’ problems and it soon became
our USP; it also nicely summed up the ‘On
Spec, Budget and In Time’ phrase coined
by Tony.
“All of our access systems are different;
all of our trenching and cable laying
systems are different.
“And, rather than product lines, we call
them modular technology.”
He adds: “If a customer wants an
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Well, in the case of Northumberland
offshore engineer Osbit, a great deal
actually.
For the title is an acronym of its
overarching mission statement: ‘On Spec,
Budget and In Time’.
And those operational commitments
stand as prominent as the pillars that
guard the entrance to the firm’s grand
Broomhaugh House headquarters, in
Riding Mill.
Surrounded by rolling countryside
and close to the passing waters of the
River Tyne, its base presents a somewhat
quintessentially British idyll.
Inside, the picture is no less serene,
with drop lighting from high ceilings
and elaborate coving and corbels
complemented by the rich reds, blues and
greens of a large stained-glass window
that dominates the main wall of a turning
staircase.
It’s a scene that, at first glance, belies
the much harsher terrain of the offshore
energy sector in which it operates.
But then Osbit – which designs and
builds a range of systems for projects
across the UK and beyond, from
equipment that supports the installation
of wind turbine foundations and the
rolling out of subsea trenching and cable
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access system, for example, it can come
to us, and we can provide one to its exact
specifications in the same lead time a
competitor could provide a completely
fixed product that can’t be tailored.
“Everything we deliver is on time
because we are constantly testing and
checking, and if something proves to be a
challenge, we use our lightness and agility
to re-jig our schedule and adapt.”
Brendon continues: “We use the phrase
appropriate engineering.
“But that doesn’t just cover the
technical side, it takes in the culture, the
systems and the processes we employ
too.
“Another big difference is our team
ambition.
“Nobody is afraid of change, and we are
always rethinking what the appropriate
solution is, both externally and internally,
and evolving how we need to operate.”
He adds: “The business model is simple,
and we are entirely project focused.
“We have a project team, some of
which goes out and sits with the supply
chain, and some of which remains in the
office.
“It’s all about ownership and
empowerment of the team, and that flows
out to the supply chain.
“They can see what a difference they
are making, and that translates through
to what we’re doing, which is seeking to
enable the energy transition.”
Amid the fallout from the recent COP26 conference in Glasgow, Brendon’s last
point is particularly topical.
It is also particularly apt, given the
business’ own shift from predominantly
offshore oil and gas work to the
renewables sphere having, over the years,
taken technology developed in the former,
or indeed various marine applications, and
applied it to greener means of power.
A pertinent example is ongoing work
with partners that include Port Clarencebased Wilton Universal Group, on a
42-metre-high tower system for oil and
gas well intervention work.
It may not be directly renewables80

focused, say Robbie and Brendon,
but it will nevertheless play a crucial
component in the energy transition, since
it will work on sites that are winding down
– or have very recently ended operations
– to provide maintenance and safety,
rather than driving long-term fossil fuel
extraction.
And, in the future, they say the
technology will be rolled out to deliver
wide-scale well decommissioning, thus
reducing further the reliance on oil and
gas.
“The amount of commitment to

offshore wind right now from multiple
countries around the world shows it is
happening,” says Robbie.
“There was a phrase used recently
that said this is the largest infrastructure
commitment for at least a generation
and, if you zoom in a little from the wider
energy transition, you can see wind power
is going to be a major part of the mix.
“But to do wind at the scale needed, we
have to do things better and differently,
we have to keep growing and evolving,
and that, for us, is our sweet spot.
“As technology shifts, we find solutions

and ways of responding better.
“Equipment is our thing; we don’t make
turbines, we make the kit that puts the
turbines in place faster, or does it better,
or does it more cost effectively.”
Brendon continues: “The industry has
matured and there is a lot more focus
now on where energy comes from.
“And in many ways, that means a
perfect storm for the North East.
“Certainly, from our point of view, and
that of the wider North East supply chain
– which has huge capability in the UK
market and across the export market too
– it is a great time.”
The feel-good factor to which Brendon
refers was catalysed by a deal late last
year, which he says will “supercharge”
Osbit’s progress in the domestic and
global offshore wind markets.
The firm is a founding member of
the UK-based Venterra Group, which
has pledged to drive the world’s energy
transition through wind power.
Unveiling plans to spend £250 million
to boost the sector by the middle of
this year, Venterra includes a number of
industry experts and has a blueprint to
make more acquisitions and form further
industry partnerships to realise its goals.
For Osbit, it means new impetus,
new market opportunities and new
employment.
Indeed, Robbie and Brendon reveal
the company has already created 15
jobs since the ink dried on the Venterra
contract, appointed existing staff to
senior roles and begun to lay out a
strategy to further strengthen its team
across this year and beyond.
“The deal was pretty perfectly timed
with everything that’s happening around
energy transition,” says Robbie, who adds
Osbit recently secured offshore wind
contracts in Taiwan and the US.
He continues: “We’ve always been very
visible in the market and punched above
our weight, and we’ve always been a
business that has looked to the future.
“But being part of Venterra Group very
much means we can now lift our heads

up and say, for example, ‘OK, they want a
three-to-five-year success trajectory, and
we need to invest to make that happen –
that’s fine’.
“The ability to think like that really does
remove all barriers to growth; it almost
feels a little bit now like, ‘how fast can we
run?’
“We’re ambitiously looking at what
projects we can win.”
Brendon concurs and reveals Osbit’s
partnership will also allow the business to
further strengthen an area that has long
been an important focus – skills.
With a history of working with
universities in Newcastle and Edinburgh
to attract fresh talent (the firm was due
to welcome another seven students this
month for half-year placements) he says
its Venterra partnership will provide
new momentum in its perpetual quest to
source the workers of tomorrow.
It will also deliver scope to extend work
across STEM learning to the youngest of
students.
Brendon says: “In terms of financial
might and capability, the deal has
transformed us because of what stands
behind us; it’s allowing us to discuss how
we need to be investing in people over
the next three to five years, as well as the
development of technology.
“Our thoughts are now all around the
evolution of every part of the business
and how we can supercharge it all.
“As Robbie says, we have no limiting
factors.
“Prior to the sale, we were bumping
right up against growth inhibitors, such
as balance sheet bonds, but they’ve all
now been removed – and being able to
view the world through that different lens
is phenomenally exciting for us and the
whole team.
“And that excitement is augmented
by the developments they can see in
offshore wind, which are manifesting
every day, meaning the number of
opportunities
are vast.
“But we must maintain the quality of

our business and our people.
“We’ve done that really well by taking
on lots of graduates in the past, and we
are seeking to do a lot more on STEM
with the universities right down to the
local junior schools to continue doing so.”
Ultimately, it comes back to Osbit’s
USP, and that commitment to making a
difference.
Brendon says: “In the offshore wind
sector, every farm carries different
problems that need solving.”
“And it’s a hugely rewarding process to
solve those problems,” adds Robbie.
“And we want people to realise what a
creative industry engineering is.
“Unfortunately, we still find ourselves
fighting people’s vision of it simply being
a mechanic or a technician.
“It isn’t – our office walls are covered
by what we call our art; amazing systems
and developments that didn’t exist six
months previously.
“Yet in that six-month period, they were
created on a computer, came into being
and were sent out for use in the field.
“That is engineering.”
And, say the duo, inspiring the next
generation will be crucial as Osbit –
fuelled by its Venterra partnership – bids
to take further steps in the domestic and
international marketplaces.
It will, they add, also enable the
business to retain its identity and its
treasured North East roots, as well as
the mission statement its name so neatly
bounds.
“Our export opportunities are vast,
but we cannot do that on our own, and
our supply chain partners will remain
absolutely key to our future successes,”
says Brendon.
Robbie adds: “We’ll have a flexible
supply chain that suits what our
customers need, but we’ll always be
looking for those trusted partners in our
region.
“We are very passionate about who we
are, and we want to be a global success
story that is centred in the North East of
England.”
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Helen Tong

Closing this month’s issue of North East Times, Helen Tong, project lead of the
new Dynamo North East/North of Tyne Combined Authority (NTCA) Digital
Talent Engine, talks about the work being done to support future talent in the
region’s digital sector, encouraging young people to consider it as a viable
career path, and why businesses need to work together to fuel innovation and
sector growth.

4Tell us a little about your new post. What does it

4The Digital Talent Engine is part of NTCA’s

entail, why has it been created, and what are your
main aims and objectives?

£12 million Digital Growth and Innovation
Programme, which has been founded to further
expand the region’s tech and digital sector. What
does it say about the power of collaboration and
the importance of coming together for the area’s
benefit?

My role is to lead the Digital Talent Engine project
for Dynamo North East and the North of Tyne
Combined Authority (NTCA). The project will focus
on the development of a talent pipeline to support
the sustainable growth of the region’s digital sector.
We want to inspire and encourage people to get
into the sector – particularly in starting positions.
We know there are many individuals outside the
industry who do not understand the vast amount of
opportunities that are available.
So, with that in mind, this project proposes to:
• Create flagship digital assets and a platform for
candidates to find opportunities in the region
• Deliver outreach campaigns to reach target
audiences, including underrepresented or lowskilled groups, and ensure the digital platform has
a large, inclusive and highly relevant audience

It’s vital for a healthy digital ecosystem to have
a co-ordinated set of initiatives running that fuel
innovation, new business creation and business
scale-up support, and work to ensure there’s
an active focus on workforce development for
different types of businesses.
By co-ordinating our efforts, we can simplify the
landscape for the businesses involved, as their time
is precious and it’s often navigating the options
available that puts people off accessing this type of
support.
NTCA has played a valuable convening role,
bringing organisations together to focus on how we
tackle challenges collaboratively.

4The North East is already renowned nationally
• Create a high-profile regional hiring portal for
digital roles
• Work with employers and training/educational
organisations to develop new talent pipeline
programmes

Feature

• Nurture early career and new-to-digital talent by
creating an active community and mentorship
network
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To achieve these objectives, we will help employers
create and develop jobs, help candidates build
skills and work with academic and training
organisations to develop the skills needed – and
match candidates with jobs.

www.dynamonortheast.co.uk
@dynamonortheast

for having a strong tech and digital sector. How
much will the Digital Talent Engine further bolster
that and, crucially, how will it help maintain
the momentum already built up to ensure the
region remains a UK hotspot for new skills and
innovation?
The region’s digital sector is rightly admired and
respected nationally, but without a pipeline of
talent, further growth will be stunted; that’s how
important this project is.
We know we have untapped talent in the region
– we need to nurture that talent into meaningful
digital roles that will fill the thousands of vacancies
at the outstanding digital companies based in the
region.

The Last Word
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