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As the dawn of the new year passes, and the dust
settles on another tumultuous year, we are all
beginning to look ahead to the next 12 months. As
we tentatively step back into a world of connecting
with others, what can you do to build your network?
Chloe Holmes reflects on five ways to tell your story,
share your business journey, and create meaningful
connections

4Say hello!
It always starts with a conversation.
We are instinctively social by nature,
and habitually find strength in numbers.
We appreciate a small circle of people
but need larger circles as well.
Having the right people in your
network can open a lot of doors, but you
need to make those connections first.
When you’re trying to reach out
to someone, do your research and
understand what the other person is all
about, as well as how you could add value
to their network. If you have clarity from
day dot, you will be able to build rapport
more effectively.
You can have impact as an individual,
to strengthen and sustain your
communities, so reach out, ask for a chat,
and introduce yourself!
Be authentic
Although it can be nerve-wracking, the
best version to share of yourself is one
which is authentically you.
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We know people are inherently nosey!
They like to know the highs as well as the
lows of your business journey – and so
share with them.
It makes your story more relatable
and can create a space of honesty and
openness, which encourage others to
come forward and share their voice.
Share your challenges as well as
your successes to encourage genuine
relationships.
Leverage digital platforms
Make the most of social networks
to connect with mentors, peers and
your market. Share real-time posts to
communicate your business journey
and introduce yourself to business
community.
You could share what you’ve been
up to – meeting a client, completing a
project, connecting with other in your
industry, or how you’re developing
yourself – an event you have attended,
a book you have read, or a podcast you

have liked.
By sharing insight to your day, it’s
easier to reach out with your network. Be
open and curious to start a conversation.
Find your community
To quote the age-old saying, ‘it’s not
what you know, it’s who you know’ – and
this definitely rings true in the early days
of your business journey.
The regional business community is
exceptionally supportive and there are so
many people willing to advocate, amplify
and encourage you.
Networking and seminar events, virtual
or in-person, are some of the richest
sources of new and relevant business
connections in your industry or area.
We have brilliant networks in the
North East, with opportunities to learn
and connect with others – the North
East England Chamber of Commerce,
Entrepreneurs’ Forum and CBI North, to
name a few.
Have a game plan.

What do you hope to accomplish? Do
you want to meet prospective clients? Do
you hope to find a partner for your next
venture?
Reach out to your network, share
your story, build your connections, and
collaborate with others, you never know
where a conversation might lead!
And you shouldn’t always be looking
to gain something. If you can introduce
people who can benefit from one another,
it’s just as effective in building rapport.
And don’t forget to reconnect! The
relationship needs to be nurtured, so
keep in touch to cement your new
connection.
Share your wisdom
A daunting thought perhaps! But
sharing your knowledge, experience and
advice about what you know can increase
your visibility.
When you have the time, curating
informative, timely and reflective articles
and blog posts can encourage readers to

find out more about you, your product or
service, and can help you stand out in a
crowded marketplace.
You could review an event you
attended, who you met, what you learnt,
and how it will support your work.
Or you could share a reflection on
partnership working, demonstrating how
you have worked with another individual,
business or organisation to drive change,
create new opportunities, or give back to
a community.
As we look ahead to the next year,
we have never been more committed
to delivering engaging, informative and
intuitive business content.
Business in all senses of the word.
Founders, thinkers, leaders, creators,
innovators, entrepreneurs and doers.
We are here to support you. So, drop
us a line!

Chloe Holmes,
Partnership and marketing manager
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The years may change, but the secrets to entrepreneurial and
business success don’t. And as 2022 further rolls out, Steven
Hugill highlights three people featured in this edition who know all
about building a commercial enterprise – and putting the blocks in
place to achieve future triumphs…

4It’s a new year, but some things never
change.
As 2022 began, the BBC was
rolling out yet another series of The
Apprentice, this one introduced by a
rather weird trailer painting its host as
a rebooted robot with a dodgy trigger
finger.
I know the pandemic has changed us
all in some way, but still…
Anyway, you could easily be forgiven
for thinking that by now, with the
many past winners of the show – this
latest run is series 16 – Lord Sugar
would be retired from such endeavours
and making the most of his past
investments.
Alas, no. Here we are again. The
outfits, the suitcases, the boasts, the
blames and counter blames when tasks
inevitably go awry.
Don’t get me wrong. Across
the years, a fair few candidates
have demonstrated some strong
entrepreneurial acumen – it hasn’t
all been coloured-in drawings on a
business plan and brown toothbrushes
resembling you-know-what… (for the
latter, see earlier this series).
And this edition of the magazine
channels the former, with our three
feature interviews focusing on

individuals making great strides in
the business world. They are led by
our cover star Kassi Emadi, the very
epitome of entrepreneurship.
Frustrated by the environmental
impact of soap bars, the Northumbria
University graduate did what all
commercial pioneers do; found an
alternative solution.
Giving up a PR job in London to turn
her commercial vision – which came to
her while she showered – into reality,
Kassi returned to her Teesside roots to
launch Nuddy.
After beginning with soap bars, she
subsequently expanded into products
such as shampoo bars, face masks,
body scrubs and moisturisers.
And today, a little more than four
years after its foundation, Nuddy is a
true national success story, a flagship
deal with Sainsbury’s – announced just
before Christmas – providing further
momentum.
The entrepreneurial spirit is
maintained by Heather Mills, perhaps
best known as a former model and
activist, who speaks in detail about her
VBites business, based in Peterlee, east
Durham.
Recently boosted by investment from
Germany’s Pfeifer & Langen, the plant-

based food maker is, she says, primed
to create and support hundreds of jobs
as it expands its range of cheeses and
fish and meat-free products to new
markets.
And as someone who has sat at the
vanguard of changes in food production
for years, she expresses her delight at
the evolving landscape, which now sees
vegan alternatives to so many items
commonplace on supermarket shelves
and fast-food menus.
We also speak to Brenda McLeish,
chief executive of County Durhambased training provider Learning
Curve Group, about the organisation’s
continued growth – and recent Royal
recognition for her work in fuelling its
progress.
Awarded an OBE in the Queen’s New
Year Honours list for services to further
education, Brenda tells us of her shock
at the acknowledgement, why her
acclaim is actually respect for a team
effort and her pride at growing Learning
Curve from seeds planted by founders
Judith Moran and Tony Outhart in a
Bishop Auckland attic more than a
decade ago.
I hope you enjoy this issue.
Steven
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VBiting back to lead the
vegan revolution

Purple reign

Shouting from the
rooftops about skills

Naked ambition

Another injection
of change in the
COVID-19 landscape

Moving up a gear
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p. 048-055
p. 074-081

How do you solve a problem like COVID-19? Well, if you’re
a retailer, it seems one way of trying is by axing sick pay
for unvaccinated staff.

Entrepreneurs, by their very nature, look at things through
a different lens. Kassi Emadi is one of those people.
Frustrated at the environmental impact of beauty firms’
soap bars, she did what all true business pioneers do –
created a product to reshape the market.

Companies are nothing without the people that make
them tick. Indeed, many of the individuals that are leading
and guiding businesses to new heights today are former
apprentices or trainees, with a good number working for the
same firm that provided guidance in their early years.

Learning Curve Group chief executive Brenda McLeish was
awarded an OBE in the Queen’s New Year Honours list. The
Officer of the Order of the British Empire is given to people
who “make a significant impact in their line of work”.

Hundreds of jobs have been saved at Heather Mills’ plantbased VBites’ factory in Peterlee, east Durham, thanks to a
multi-million-pound investment from a German food giant.

Words by Colin Young

Words by Colin Young

Words by Colin Young

Words by Steven Hugill

Words by Steven Hugill

Words by Paul Butler
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Fuelled by markedly accelerating sales of electric and
hybrid vehicles in 2021, the make-up of the UK’s motoring
sector is changing at great pace.
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Iksuda agrees Korean deal
to boost cancer work

Business briefing

Health

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

Britishvolt secures Government cash to drive
forward 8000-job battery factory plans
Manufacturing
A company behind plans for an 8000-job
vehicle battery plant says its vision has
moved up a gear following Government
cash support to secure £1.7 billion private
funding.
Britishvolt has been backed by
Downing Street’s Automotive
Transformation Fund. The firm says the
commitment has allowed it to enter into
a “long-term partnership” with investors
Tritax Group and Abrdn, which will turn
its blueprint for a factory at the old
Blyth power station site, in Cambois,
Northumberland, into reality.
Bosses say the planned base – referred
to as a gigafactory – has the potential to
create 3000 direct jobs and up to 5000
supply chain posts.
When fully operational, they say it will
have capacity to make 300,000 batteries
every year for the electric vehicle market.
Peter Rolton, Britishvolt executive
chairman, said: “This is a truly historic
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moment and marks the start of an
exciting move towards a low-carbon
future – one with Britishvolt batteries at
the very centre.”
Praising the firm’s vision, Business
Secretary Kwasi Kwarteng added: “This is
a major boost for Britain and a resounding
vote of confidence in the North East
economy.
“Britishvolt’s planned gigafactory will
not only enable the UK to fully capture
the benefits of a booming electric vehicle
market, but will bring thousands of
highly-skilled, well-paid jobs to the North
East.”
• When opportunity knocks – Read our
in-depth interview with Britishvolt’s
Peter Rolton about his career
journey and the company’s vision
for a low-carbon future at www.
netimesmagazine.co.uk/magazine/
editorial/when-opportunity-knocks/

Charging firm vows to
power on after takeover
Transport
A County Durham electric vehicle
charging point company has
pledged to provide “an even
stronger offering” to customers
following a takeover.
Elmtronics has been acquired
by Mer and bosses at the Consettbased firm say the tie-up leaves
them “very excited” for its future.
Dan Martin, Elmtronics’ chief
executive, said: “We have been a
key player in the industry since we
were established in 2016 and this
announcement will see us further
strengthen that position.
“The UK electric vehicle
charging landscape has never been
in a stronger position.
“Government targets, combined
with a real drive from organisations
to accelerate their transition to
electric vehicles, are supporting
the rapid growth of the industry.”
Mer is owned by renewable
energy producer Statkraft, and
Kristoffer Thoner, group chief
executive, said the acquisition is
a reflection of its “step-change
ambitions to accelerate the
electric vehicle transition in the
UK”.
He added: “While Mer UK’s
expertise and focus lies mostly in
public fast charging, Elmtronics
mainly focuses on fleet and
workplace charging.
“In combination, these efforts
will give Mer a significant stronger
position in the UK market.”

A life sciences firm behind new
cancer therapies has secured
a deal understood to be worth
hundreds of millions of pounds.
Newcastle-based Iksuda
Therapeutics is partnering with
Korea’s LegoChem Biosciences.
Officials say the partnership
– reportedly worth as much as
$1 billion (£728 million) – will
allow Iksuda to expand delivery
of its antibody drug conjugates
(ADCs), which target difficultto-treat cancers. According to
the terms of the agreement,
Iksuda has exclusive rights to
market LegoChem’s LCB14
cancer treatment globally, bar
China and South Korea.
It also includes development,
regulatory and commercial
payments to LegoChem, based
on milestones and royalties on
commercial sales.
Iksuda says it expects LCB14,
now known as IKS014, to enter
clinical trials in the US later
this year. Dr Dave Simpson,
Iksuda’s chief executive, said:
“This further demonstrates
our commitment to the
development of differentiated
ADCs that will potentially bring
benefit to patients living with
cancer.
“Importantly, it is also further
recognition of the unmatched
expertise of our team.”
Dr Young-Lag Cho,
LegoChem’s chief development
officer and vice president,
added: “Learning from
Iksuda’s world-class expertise
and experience on ADC
development by jointly
conducting phase one trials
in the US will strengthen
our internal development
capabilities, while also
accelerating advancement of
our other ADC programmes.”

Architect leads £26 million
steel venture

Auction demand drives firm’s
record performance

Manufacturing

Property

An architect has been appointed
to oversee a steel firm’s £26 million
expansion.
Building Design Northern (BDN) is
leading work on a processing plant at
British Steel’s special profiles base in
Skinningrove, east Cleveland.
Bosses say the venture – described as
the largest investment by British Steel
in its special profiles business for more
than 30 years – will deliver new products
for the forklift industry.
Richard Marsden, managing director
at Sunderland-based BDN, said: “The
continued investment into Skinningrove
will provide a huge boost to the Tees
Valley’s historic steel industry.”
Construction work is expected to start
later this year, with the plant tipped to
open in the summer of 2023.

A property auction company has hailed
a record-breaking year.
Newcastle-based iamproperty saw
sales through its iamsold auction arm hit
£804 million in 2021, following a near 54
per cent increase in demand.
Jamie Cooke, iamsold managing
director [pictured above], said: “While
we acknowledge it was a year of unique
market conditions, with unprecedented
demand and low stock levels, it was
hugely pleasing to see so many of our
partner agents turn to auction in these
buoyant conditions.
“We sold more than 5000 properties
last year, with the average selling price
increasing by 19 per cent.
“We’re incredibly proud of our team
and thankful for the trust of our partner
agents.”

PolyPhotonix gains $10 million support to take pioneering mask to US
Health
A County Durham firm behind revolutionary light-based treatment has secured
$10 million investment to push forward clinical trials in the US.
PolyPhotonix has received backing from Philadelphia’s Prevail InfoWorks.
The NETPark-based business says the support will help move its Noctura 400 sleep
mask, which delivers light therapy to patients suffering from diabetic retinopathy – and
can cause blindness if left untreated – into the lucrative US healthcare sector.
Richard Kirk, PolyPhotonix chief executive, said: “We are delighted to be working
with such a major player in the industry and hope to break into the US market in the
very near future.
“At a time when health services across the globe are struggling to bounce back from
the COVID-19 crisis, our sleep mask can be used by patients at home, reducing the
pressure on frontline hospital services.”
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Tekmar Group secures
“significant” multi-millionpound deal

NRG supporting charity
team’s expansion

New esports hub ‘will take gamers and city to new levels’
Digital

Recruitment

Engineering
A marine engineer says it has taken
another step towards achieving
global growth goals after landing a
“significant” contract worth more than
£7 million.
Tekmar Group is supporting a
Middle Eastern subsea energy project.
The firm, which has companies
based in Darlington and Newcastle,
will provide “pipeline support
and protection materials” for the
development, with work expected to
be carried out later this year.
Alasdair MacDonald, chief
executive, said: “This major contract
represents a significant milestone in
expanding our geographical presence.
“It is testament to our subsea
engineering and project management
expertise, and our local manufacturing
and supply chain capability.”

Funding will help unlock firm’s
expansion plan
Investment
A ground investigation and materials
testing company aims to create jobs
and smash the £2 million turnover
barrier following cash backing.
Bowburn’s Exploration & Testing
Associates (ETA) has received £50,000
from the North East Growth Capital
Fund – which is supported by the
European Regional Development Fund
– via NEL Fund Managers, to increase
its workforce and buy equipment. Ken
Marsh, ETA founder and chairman,
said: “Investing in our capabilities is
central to our growth strategy.”
Jonathan Armitage, investment
executive at NEL Fund Managers,
which helped ETA secure two previous
rounds of Growth Capital Fund
support, added: “The business has
a robust strategy in place to make
further progress.”
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A recruitment firm is supporting
the expansion of a project
promoting a County Durham
town’s rich history.
NRG is conducting a national
search for talent to fill a number
of key positions at The Auckland
Project, which oversees
attractions in Bishop Auckland.
Search consultant Scot
McHarg is leading the work,
alongside colleagues Ray
Williamson and Catherine
Hingston.
The Auckland Project
manages and oversees a number
of attractions, which include
Auckland Castle [pictured above],
the Mining Art Gallery and a
new gallery dedicated to the art,
history and culture of Spain.
Scot said: “Having spent
several hours on site seeing the
array of amazing attractions, we
couldn’t wait to get started.”

Contractor begins work on
£4.5 million Northumberland
scheme
Regeneration
Work has begun to create a £4.5 million,
75-job retail and leisure development.
Newcastle’s BRIMS Construction is
transforming derelict buildings and land
on Blyth’s South Beach into a Co-op store
and six small retail units.
The first phase of the scheme is
expected to be finished in September.
The work is being overseen by Consult
North, which has been appointed by
Blagdon Estate to manage the project.
Stuart Hall, director at Kingsmead
Developments, Blagdon Estate’s
development partner, said: “This project
will help transform an important part
of Blyth, creating jobs and boosting the
local economy in the process.
“The new hub will deliver a wealth of
benefits for local residents and traders.”

Sunderland is primed to become a global esports capital following a multi-millionpound agreement, a city chief has predicted.
The British Esports Association (BEA) is opening a national performance and
education hub at Riverside Sunderland.
Esports – short for electronic sports – sees players take part in organised online video
games in front of audiences worldwide.
And BEA says the training base – which will sit next to the Stadium of Light – will
provide youngsters with the skills to succeed internationally.
Patrick Melia, Sunderland City Council chief executive, said: “Esports are a
phenomenal global success, and BEA’s move puts Sunderland at the beating heart of
that.”
Speaking of the hub, which will create an initial 20 jobs and is expected to open in
the summer, Chester King, BEA chief executive, added: “This is a market we know will
explode in the UK.”

Technology
A fintech operator has secured a record £1.3 million contract with a global drug
developer.
Newcastle-based ION is working with Nottingham’s Quotient Sciences.
Bosses say the three-year deal will see ION transform Quotient’s customer
relationship management and financial technology infrastructure into a unified cloud
platform.
Rob Mathieson, ION managing director, said: “We are delighted to be partnering
with Quotient Sciences.
“Their industry-leading solution will bring all company activities and intelligence
into one platform.”
He added the project caps a strong period of growth for ION, which has expanded
its team to more than 40 over the last 12 months.

Logistics

4Port buoyant 			
after Chinese first
The Port of Tyne has hailed a
watershed moment after welcoming
its first-ever container shipment
direct from China.
The trade hub says the delivery
of consumer products highlights
the “significant impact” it can make
around easing current capacity
challenges and congestion at ports
in the South.
Richard Newton, commercial
director, said: “We’re very proud to
have handled this service.
“It could play a key role in helping
alleviate challenges in the shipping
and logistics sector, and it also
means people are potentially able to
get goods more quickly.”

Regeneration

4Council bags mall to boost
revival plans

Pictured, from left to right, are Councillor Nick Forbes, Newcastle City Council leader; Clare Loveridge, Arctic Wolf
vice president and general manager EMEA; and Jen Hartley, Invest Newcastle director

Cyber operator unveils major jobs plan for new North East base
Momentous drug company deal just the tonic for ION

News you may have missed

Technology
A global cybersecurity firm has revealed plans to create hundreds of jobs after basing
flagship operations in the region.
US-based Arctic Wolf is opening a Europe, Middle East and Africa (EMEA)
headquarters in Newcastle. The company says it will recruit an initial 30 staff, with the
number earmarked to rise into the hundreds as it gains market traction.
The business says it chose Newcastle, and the wider North East, over London
because of the “fantastic pool of talent” at its disposal.
Clare Loveridge, Arctic Wolf’s vice president and general manager EMEA, who grew
up in Newcastle, said: “The North East has quickly established itself as a hub for leading
technology firms looking to set up outside the capital.”
Invest Newcastle, part of NewcastleGateshead Initiative, worked with Arctic Wolf to
secure its move. Jen Hartley, director of Invest Newcastle, added: “It’s fantastic to see
one of the world’s leading cybersecurity companies choose our region as its primary
base in the UK and EMEA.”

A local authority has bought a
shopping arcade for £12 million in a
move it says will help “save” a town
centre.
Middlesbrough Council is now
the owner of the Cleveland Centre.
And Middlesbrough mayor Andy
Preston said the deal, which follows
similar agreements for the Captain
Cook Square retail hub and a House
of Fraser store, will help deliver “a
better future” for the town.
He added: “High streets
everywhere are having a tough time
and this savvy move makes sure
we can be in control of our own
destiny.”

For more news and views across the
North East, visit our website @
www.netimesmagazine.co.uk/news
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A ghost of politics past
Manufacturing

Switching to a new
style of motoring

Words by Paul Butler
Chief executive at the North East Automotive Alliance

Manufacturing
It would have been very easy
to write the old clichéd ‘Electric
Dreams’ headline for this article.
But, as new figures show,
greener motoring is now, more than
ever, less an idealised vision and
more an everyday reality.
According to official Society of
Motor Manufacturers and Traders
(SMMT) statistics, 2021 was the
most successful year in history for
sustainable motoring, with more
new battery electric vehicles sold
than across the previous five years
combined.

In excess of 190,000 hit Britain’s
roads in 2021, where they were
joined by 114,554 plug-in hybrids,
meaning close to 20 per cent of all
new cars registered last year run
on greener power.
Factor in a further 147,246
hybrids and the SMMT says 27.5
per cent of the total market is now
electrified in some form.
The Nissan Leaf, made in
Sunderland, was one of the most
popular battery electric models in
2021, recording more than 9000
sales across the year – including
1578 in December – as Tesla’s
Model 3 topped the charts.
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Moving up a gear
Fuelled by markedly accelerating sales of electric and hybrid vehicles in 2021, the make-up
of the UK’s motoring sector is changing at great pace. And with multi-billion-pound battery
making plants set to open across the North East in the coming years, the region is primed
to help further hasten the trend towards greener driving. Here, Paul Butler, chief executive
at the North East Automotive Alliance, looks at the situation and highlights the many
opportunities of sustainable motoring, as well as the work still to be done to maintain the
momentum.

4The North East is the UK’s leading
location for vehicle electrification; no other
region can compare to our credentials.
This was further strengthened by the
£3.85 billion worth of electrification
investment that landed in the last 12
months, which includes Britishvolt’s
gigafactory in Cambois, Northumberland,
Nissan’s flagship EV36Zero electric vehicle
hub (that includes Envision’s 9GWh
gigafactory) and Turntide Technologies’
three acquisitions.
We also boast significant research
capabilities.
The UK’s Driving the Electric Revolution
(DER) programme is being led by
Newcastle University, which will see the
establishment of the DER Industrialisation
Centre North East.
The Advanced Propulsion Centre,
funded by the Government to make the
UK a centre of excellence for the research,
development and production of low-carbon
propulsion technology, also has an electric
machine spoke at Newcastle University.
In total, 17 of the 21 automotive related
research centres in the North East are
focused on electrification.
It’s clear the consumer is ready to
switch to electric. However, there are still
challenges if we are to fully maximise this
trend.
We need to make sure the supply chain
is in place.

Brexit means we must adhere to rules
of origin. Therefore, it is critical we have
the supply chain in place to avoid lengthy
customs declarations and avoid any
unnecessary tariffs.
This is particularly true of the battery
supply chain, where we must ensure we
have UK supply of the critical components.
Recent announcements, including cuts
to both purchase incentives and grants for
home chargers, highlight that the structure
is not in place at the moment, and we have
to be careful that sales are not outstripping
the supply of infrastructure.
We are expecting up to 12,000 new jobs
to be created in the automotive sector in
the next three to four years.
With the implementation of new and
green technologies, this is an exciting time
for the sector. The North East will be a
major player in delivering the Government’s
net-zero agenda and we expect to see
more investment within the region on the
back of the recent announcements.
Our vision is that the North East
becomes the location of choice for
automotive investment in Europe, which
will see us recognised as a true automotive
powerhouse with a very dynamic, forwardlooking and competitive supply chain.
All of this will be underpinned by
strengths in research, development and
innovation in new automotive technologies
and manufacturing processes.

There was a good bit of poetic irony
when a deal introduced by one of the
world’s scariest political leaders was
axed on Halloween last year.
What wasn’t quite so funny were the
frighteners its disappearance put up the
UK steel industry.
When Donald Trump brought in
tariffs on steel imports into the US
in 2018, he justified the measures by
saying it would secure the future of the
sector in the country.
But when Trump was ousted, the new
White House regime wasted little time
in reversing the legislation, confirming
so on October 31.

Good news, then? Well, for EU
exporters, yes. Under the terms of the
agreement, operators in the bloc can
again send goods across the Atlantic
without the burden of costly tariffs.
UK firms, though, existing as they do
in a post-Brexit landscape, face a 25
per cent charge on any goods shipped
to the US.
As North East Times went to print,
hopes remained that talks could take
place soon between Downing Street
and Washington to find a similar
outcome.
For the sake of the industry in the
UK, it’s imperative they do so.

Words by Chris McDonald
Chief executive at the Materials Processing Institute

Decarbonisation: an opportunity and
a challenge for UK steel
As the UK steel industry begins another year – against the backdrop of a new
EU/US tariff-free deal – Chris McDonald, chief executive at Middlesbrough’s
Materials Processing Institute, looks at the sector’s future in an increasingly
sustainable world.

4In recent years, the UK steel sector has
rarely been out of the headlines, thanks
to threats to production and employment,
particularly following the unnecessary
closure of the Redcar steelworks in 2015.
Readers could be forgiven for thinking
these problems are an inevitable
consequence for what is often misportrayed as an outdated industry
but, compared with other advanced
economies, the travails of our steel sector
seem to be a uniquely British problem.
Competitors are creating sustainable
and decarbonised sectors through new

steel plants in the US, the Netherlands
and Sweden, while there is government
support for innovation and capital
investment in Germany, Austria and Spain.
Domestic producers are losing market
share due to factors like British energy
prices set at double those of France and
Germany, unfair competition from steel
dumping and US trade tariffs levied against
Britain, but now dropped against the EU.
That helps explain why UK content is
being displaced by European imports
primarily from the Netherlands, Spain,
Germany and Italy rather than – as usually

assumed – from Asia.
Our response matters because steel is
the bedrock of any advanced economy,
supporting manufacturing supply chains
in aerospace and automotive. It is also
essential to Britain’s sovereign capability.
We saw this during the COVID-19
pandemic, when supermarket shelves
were kept stocked with tinned food from
the tinplate lines in South Wales and
Nightingale hospital beds were made
from steel tubes manufactured in Corby,
Northamptonshire.
Decarbonisation is both a challenge
and an opportunity; while responsible for
nine per cent of UK carbon emissions,
steel is also fundamental to every major
technology necessary to deliver net-zero.
A McKinsey report, published in January
2021, describes how “the transition to a
net-zero economy will be metal intensive”,
and how existing and innovative, new
boundary-pushing steel products are
essential for solar power, electric vehicles,
offshore wind, hydrogen generation and
more.
Britain, and the North East in particular,
has a trump card to play thanks to
advanced innovation capacity, not least
as two-thirds of the steels made in Britain
were invented in the last 15 years, and are
focused on higher-value, specialist steels.
As the UK’s national steel and metals
innovation centre, the Materials Processing
Institute is well placed to develop the
required technologies with
world-leading expertise and facilities,
£22 million of support from the
Government for decarbonisation and
industry transformation, plus our proposal
for an essential new £12 million hydrogen
steelmaking pilot facility to make the next
technological leap possible.
Steel remains a vital strategic industry.
If Britain is to transform productivity,
safeguard sovereign capability, deliver
on commitments made at COP-26 and
take a leading role in delivering the green
industrial revolution, then the Government
and industry need to come together to
create a competitive and sustainable
business environment and industrial policy
for steel.
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Health

Another injection
of change in the
COVID-19
landscape

In sickness and in health (and safety)
COVID-19

Tennis star Novak Djokovic’s deportation from
Down Under last month did more than just deprive
fans of the sport seeing the Serb defend his Australian
Open title. Making headlines globally, and proving
once again that sport and politics mix like oil and
water, it ignited further the intensity of arguments

around COVID-19 and people’s vaccine status.
But Djokovic wasn’t the only story.
Back in the UK, a number of businesses, including
Ocado and Next, were hardening their respective
stances on unjabbed workers and their rights to
certain sick pay entitlements.

How do you solve a problem
like COVID-19? Well, if you’re
a retailer, it seems one way of
trying is by axing sick pay for
unvaccinated staff. That was the
message last month anyway, when
Ocado, Next, Morrisons and Ikea
(Tesco too, but slightly differently)
confirmed their intentions to rewrite
sick leave policy when it comes
to unjabbed employees needing to
self-isolate. Steven Hugill looks at
what the moves might mean for the
employment landscape and how it
might stir up an already incredibly
emotional topic.

Words by Steven Hugill
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4According to a quick Google search,
the word ‘mess’ translates into Serbian as
‘nered’.
After the dramas of last month, however,
it could now very easily read as shorthand
for the Novak Djokovic affair.
Rounded up and booted out of Australia
for contravening its strict COVID-19
vaccination rules (he’s never officially
revealed his inoculation status) the saga of
the Balkan country’s most famous sporting
export being rejected and shipped back
home did little for tennis and even less for
cross-continent diplomacy.
What it did do, however, was add further
colour to an increasingly vivid picture that
surrounds the pandemic – specifically the
growing divide between those that have
been jabbed and those who haven’t.
For as Djokovic’s legal team wrangled
with ministers Down Under, back in the
UK other moves were at play, ones that
highlighted an increasing – and telling
– shift in attitudes across the business

landscape.
In the days before North East Times went
to print, Ocado, Next and Morrisons – the
latter doubling down on intentions stated
last year – unveiled plans to cut the sick
pay of unvaccinated staff forced to isolate
after coming into contact with positive
COVID-19 cases.
The retailers will, though, continue to
pay full sick pay to unjabbed workers if
they test positive.
Ikea acted similarly, as did Tesco,
though the latter played its cards slightly
differently, warning uninoculated
employees will eat into sick pay
entitlements if they require time off
following interaction with a virus carrier.
Across the Atlantic, as you would
perhaps expect, measures have been that
bit bolder again, with airlines Delta and
United previously ordering non-jabbed
staff to pay a $200 surcharge to cover
health plans and issuing sacking warnings,
respectively.
Others will most certainly follow – and
it’s easy to understand why.
We’ve effectively arrived at a line in the
sand moment.
Now I know it feels like we’ve had a fair
few of those during the pandemic, but I
genuinely believe we’re reaching somewhat
of a decisive endgame with attitudes
around vaccinations.
After nearly two years of coronavirus
dominating every business detail, from
financial moves to expansion plans and
recruitment decisions, to practically every
conversation around the dinner table,
companies – and individuals – have simply
had enough.
It is a ballsy move to effectively slash
the incomes of workers (who for whatever
reason remain unvaccinated) as the country
continues to grapple with the rising cost of
living.
It is also fraught with potential dangers.
To take such a definitive, almost binary
approach, runs the very real risk of creating
a divided, split-level workforce, where
sharply contrasting opinions about jabs,
and the pandemic as a whole, become
even more amplified than on social media
soapboxes. The TUC union, for example,

has been very quick to warn firms off
scoring what it sees as an “own goal for
public health”, flagging that while it wants
to see people vaccinated, turning the
thumb screws financially could instead
increase resistance to the message.
A good number of legal experts have
also said the physical policing of employees
in such a way could throw up a rise in
complaints and associated workplace
disharmony.
We shouldn’t, of course, be naïve to
the main driver behind organisations’
increasingly staunch stance; cash.
After two years of COVID-19, coming
as it has alongside that other barrier to
business growth, Brexit - which has played
its own part in staff shortages - it would be
foolish to think the state of organisations’
respective bottom lines are playing little
or no part in the desire to reduce sick
payments.
All in, it is an incredibly significant
moment that we find ourselves in.
When Novak Djokovic was swapping the
tennis court for the law court, the majority
of vox-pops captured by Australian TV
networks carried the same message; ‘if you
follow the rules, we’ll all move on from this
sooner’.
With that in mind, it’ll be interesting to
see if the hard-line approaches of Ocado et
al make a difference over here.
The next few months will give us a
clearer picture.
With the Omicron variant seemingly on
the wane from its festive peak (albeit still
afflicting tens of thousands of people every
day), experts say we may be coming to a
point where the pandemic turns into an
endemic.
Such a shift, of course, raises the very
real possibility of non-vaccinated people
strengthening their position on the need for
protection against a ‘weaker’ virus.
But, says the other argument, if a few
more got their jabs in the meantime, could
we not arrive at the point of an endemic
quicker, meaning life can revert more
closely back to the levels of normality we
so crave?
And ultimately, isn’t that what we all
want?
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Supporting a new industrial future
Once described as an “infant Hercules” by Prime Minister William Gladstone in the 1870s,
Teesside’s past industrial muscle is known the world over. Today, it is flexing its might
again, with next generation, low-carbon developments reinforcing the area’s pioneering
prowess. And helping it continue such progress is North East commercial law firm Muckle
LLP, which, as part of the recently unveiled Tees Valley Combined Authority Group legal
panel, is using the experience and knowledge of its trusted public sector team to drive
forward investment and redevelopment projects. Here, Steven Hugill speaks to partner
and head of procurement Alison Walton to find out more.
www.muckle-llp.com
@MuckleLLP

Muckle LLP
-

To find out more
about Muckle
LLP’s expert
public sector
team, and how
its support could
benefit your
organisation,
call 0191 211 7850
or email alison.
walton@mucklellp.com

TEESSIDE HAS LONG STOOD AS A SYMBOL OF
industrial progress.
From Henry Bolckow and John Vaughan’s discovery
of iron ore in the rugged Eston Hills during the mid1800s, to its place in the present-day green revolution,
Teesside is shorthand for transformational change.
And one company helping maintain that reputation is
leading North East commercial law firm Muckle LLP.
Recently announced as a selected legal adviser to the
Tees Valley Combined Authority (TVCA) Group legal
panel, it is using the experience and knowledge of its
trusted public sector team to drive forward investment
and redevelopment projects that will invigorate the
area, its businesses and the lives of its people.
Providing on and off-site legal support to the TVCA
Group, the firm is working closely with bosses on
schemes at Teesworks and Teesside International
Airport, and is providing on-the-ground support for dayto-day legal issues.
Furthermore, as part of its initial four-year
commitment, Muckle – selected as one of only four
regional law firms, on a panel of seven, because of its
local and national expertise – is delivering a range of
initiatives that include mentoring programmes and
collaborations with schools, colleges and universities to
usher in new waves of talent. For partner and head of
procurement Alison Walton, the opportunity to support
such watershed change is incredibly thrilling.
She says: “There are lots of things going on in the
Tees Valley.
“People are excited, projects are moving and there
is a real buzz; organisations are being attracted by
Teesworks and Teesside’s freeport status.
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down at Teesport is fantastic, and it really reflects the
buzz across the wider Tees Valley.
“In addition, the area has great transport links – the
airport is expanding incredibly – and when you get
big businesses like GE Renewable Energy (which has
planning approval to build a wind turbine blade-making
factory for the Dogger Bank Wind Farm on Teesworks),
it just snowballs.”

“We’re delighted to have signed Muckle
LLP as part of our new legal framework
to support the game-changing projects
we’re delivering”
“Existing businesses are flourishing too – I’ve visited
Teesport on a number of occasions and it has been
fantastic to see the impact of recent investments
made by PD Ports, with further projects set to deliver
significant benefits in the coming years too.
“Seeing the huge vessels dock, the constant
movement of containers, and the general hive of activity

- Tees Valley Mayor Ben Houchen

Such impetus, says Alison, will be galvanised by
Muckle’s support around skills, which will see the
business use past successes of nurturing the next
generation for Teesside’s benefit.
She says: “We are committed to providing exceptional
social support, so while we’ll be helping companies get
on the front foot with our legal expertise, we’ll also be
helping bolster their progress from underneath too, in
terms of education.
“Channelling the regular placement opportunities we
provide, and our ongoing partnership with Newcastlebased online training platform globalbridge, we are
working with TVCA’s adult education arm.
“This is focused on upskilling and helping with
employability, with TVCA identifying where our support
is needed to ensure the best outcomes.
“It is all very exciting.”
Alison’s enthusiasm is mirrored by the firm’s delight
at further strengthening its commitment to the south of
the region, where it has supported many organisations
for decades.
Recent highlights include helping Port Clarencebased engineering company Wilton Universal Group
on a multi-million-pound acquisition to boost green
production capabilities, which could potentially
generate up to 200 new jobs.
The firm is also a long-standing legal adviser to Great
North Air Ambulance, and recently helped it purchase
two new helicopters, which will enable the charity to

reach more people in need.
And what is also abundantly clear, says Alison,
is the reason why Muckle continues to enjoy such
relationships; the marrying of national level expertise
with peerless local knowledge.
She says: “With some of the national firms, you might
get a specialist arrive from another part of the country,
do a piece of work, and leave.
“But everyone at Muckle lives in the North East, is
enthusiastic about the region, and wants to see it thrive.
“And we are helping it do so by complementing
the quality of our team with a real local focus that
represents a significant USP for us.”
Equally important, says Alison, is what its TVCA
Group partnership represents for Muckle’s public sector
offer. Having long supported regional and national
education clients, the firm was more recently appointed
to provide specialist training to members of the North
East Procurement Organisation (NEPO), the body that
works to secure high-value contracts on behalf of local
authorities that deliver substantial cost savings.
And Alison says its TVCA work is evidence of Muckle
taking another step forward in the public sector arena.
Having increased the business’ procurement team
to six – which includes four partners and two juniors –
Alison, who joined Muckle in February 2020, has also
overseen the growth of public sector experience across
the entire firm, with more than 30 members of staff, at
associate partner level and above, holding significant
public sector knowledge and experience.
“We’ve got real capability in the public sector; our
team includes people with a lot of different disciplines,
which allows us to provide an expert approach,” says
Alison, who herself specialises in providing public and
private sector organisations with advice on procurement
strategy and risk management.
She adds: “We’ve got specialist procurement litigators
and specialist real estate lawyers, we work with lots of
other local authorities and NEPO, and when you match
that to our longstanding private sector commercial
focus, it represents a very strong offer indeed.
“As a business, we’ve helped numerous organisations
across the region move forward.
“And we are now bringing all of that experience,
together with extremely strong public sector capability,
to help the Tees Valley, and the North East, once again
lead the way.”
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A united approach to success
What lies behind true business success? Is it a unique idea? Does it come from robust financial
support? Are global markets the key? All are valid answers. But recruitment and outsourced
talent services provider Jackson Hogg has another: people. With a flat structure that promotes a
culture of inclusivity, honesty and fairness, the company is growing at great pace. Here, Steven
Hugill speaks to Fern Couchman, head of corporate functions, and Richard Hogg, the firm’s
founder and chief executive, to find out more.

www.jacksonhogg.com
@JacksonHoggRec

PATRICK LENCIONI HAS TRAVELLED THE GLOBE.
Well, his school of business thought has at the very
least.
A figurehead for positive working culture, the bestselling author’s ethos has reached leaders worldwide –
including those on the banks of the River Tyne.
Actually, to be more precise, the offices of
recruitment and outsourced talent services provider
Jackson Hogg, which overlook the famous trade
tributary.

Jackson Hogg
-

To find out
more about
how Jackson
Hogg’s bespoke
recruitment
support could
help your
business find its
next candidate,
visit www.
jacksonhogg.
com, email info@
jacksonhogg.com
or call 0191 580
0495.

The expanding business is a keen advocate of
Lencioni’s philosophy that states cohesive teamwork,
built upon the pillars of honesty and trust, and
supported by disciplined leadership, is the ultimate
factor in securing competitive advantage.
And the impact is clear to see.
Having revised its internal structure two years ago,
Jackson Hogg functions with a flat operating base that
cultivates a culture of fairness and inclusivity through
open communication channels.
“We’ve created an environment where nobody is
frightened to share things,” says Fern Couchman, head
of corporate functions.
“Some of the biggest things we hear when candidates
are seeking to change roles are frustrations at not
being able to influence change and add value, a
communication framework that feels disjointed and a
sense of feeling lost or being pigeon-holed.
“They want to be a key part of something, a cog in a
machine that is really important.
“And here, our structure allows everyone to be
just that, to be their authentic selves and bring their
thoughts to the table, and for decisions around best
courses of action to be made together,” adds Fern, who
leads and manages recruitment teams across finance,
HR, business support and commercial.
While improving internal relations, though, company
founder and chief executive Richard Hogg says the
shift is also having a dramatically positive effect on its
work in matching clients with the right employment
candidates.
He says: “We are really good at creating trusted
teams, and businesses come to us because of that.
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“We’ve built such strong internal awareness
and understanding around areas such as trust and
vulnerability, which we’ve complemented against the
calibre of people.
“Clients appreciate that and can see the benefits of
what we’re doing.
“It’s borne out in the wider market too; the
organisations that are really growing are the ones that
have solid management teams and leaders who are
prepared to be vulnerable.
“Yes, you can have an amazing product or a really
profitable concept, but the scalability often comes from
people that have the right values and cultures.
“We really care about our people and their careers;
we want them to enjoy work, and to feel like they can
be open and air things.
“Our one-to-one sessions aren’t just about how
people are feeling, they focus on how they really are, in
terms of everything that’s happening in their world, and

that honesty really makes a difference.”
Fern concurs, saying the ripple effect of Jackson
Hogg’s approach helps draws out the personality and
profile of candidates, making its recruitment support
much more aligned to businesses’ needs.
She adds: “We really get to know candidates and
clients in a lot of depth, in terms of things like their
motivations, what culture they would like to be part of
and what they’ve felt positive about previously within
an organisation.
“Matching a brilliant candidate, who is looking for an
environment to thrive in, with a client that you know fits
a person’s qualities, is a really lovely feeling.”
Richard adds: “Businesses do well when senior
leaders are willing to listen and when a culture exists
where people have the confidence to promote ideas
and be honest about progress.
“And what we are doing here at Jackson Hogg is only
helping further advance that.”
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Permanency in a changing world
Never has trusted business advice and support been more important than during
the pandemic. And one firm providing some certainty in the ever-evolving COVID-19
environment is Team Valley-based Chartered independent insurance broker Todd & Cue.
Here, Steven Hugill speaks to managing director Mark Armstrong to find out more.
www.toddcue.co.uk
@ToddCue

Todd & Cue
-

For more
information about
how Todd & Cue’s
expert support
can help your
business, call 0191
482 0050 or email
info@toddcue.
com
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MUCH HAS ALTERED OVER THE LAST TWO
years, not least the practicalities of business.
And, given the capricious tendencies of COVID-19, the
picture isn’t likely to change any time soon.
Against this shifting backdrop, the need for
permanency has never been more critical, and one
company helping provide such is Team Valley-based
Chartered independent insurance broker Todd & Cue.
Working closely with clients, its tailored, expert
services match with firms’ unique and myriad needs
across various areas that include business continuity,
market growth, cyber security and employee wellbeing.
And in the current climate, where, in a hardening
market, insurance rates continue to rise, its industryleading, bespoke client service has never been more
valuable.
“During the last 12 months, the insurance market has
been a difficult place,” says managing director Mark
Armstrong.
“Rates have generally been static for the last 15 years
and without doubt this has changed over the course of
the last year.
“Unfortunately, but inevitably, this will create pain for
clients from a cost perspective.”
Mark continues: “Factoring this alongside the changes
businesses have to consider as we hopefully emerge
from the pandemic, we take the view that now more
than ever the importance in dealing with a broker that
understands a client’s bespoke needs is particularly
evident.
“In reviewing any insurance programme, a broker
should be obliged to get right under the bonnet of a
client’s business, to ensure every risk is identified and,
where possible, these are protected by an insurance
policy.
“And that is exactly what we do.”
This ethos is reflected in a distinctive element of Todd
& Cue’s support portfolio: its wide network of third party
providers.
Mark says: “We will, on occasion, identify uninsurable

risks within a client’s business, but by working in
partnership with third parties and clients, we can seek to
ensure any risk to the business is mitigated.”
The firm is currently partnering with one of the
region’s largest IT businesses to deliver a suite of cyber
protection services, having witnessed a huge increase in
claims.
Mark says: “Having overcome the hurdles of the last
two years, businesses need to be mindful of the cyber
risks attached to their operations, which have only likely
increased as they continue to develop and adopt hybrid
home working models.
“And we can help with that.
“Our role is not simply to secure high-quality,
affordable cyber liability insurance for clients.
“Yes, we’re a broker, but we’re an advisor and a partner
too, and we seek to work hand-in-glove with a business
and, where appropriate, introduce it to third parties we
believe can assist them in managing risk.
“We believe that at a time when many still feel
exposed and vulnerable because of COVID-19, working
closely with clients is more important than ever.”
And, to ensure customer expectations are met,
Mark, and fellow directors Glenn Cue and Julie Rea, are
bolstering their team with new talent.
Having already taken on two apprentices in the last six
months, they are now looking to recruit at least the same
number again and add some experience to their team.
Mark says: “We are increasing our headcount to
ensure, as the business grows, that the customer
experience is in no way diluted.
“We are working in tandem with insurer partners
to deliver an apprenticeship programme, which
demonstrates our commitment to providing a career
path for those interested in entering the insurance
sector.”
He adds: “We are enthused by the resilience shown
by so many during the last two years and are looking
forward to working with clients, both existing and new,
as some normality returns”.
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Entrepreneurs, by their very nature, look at things through a different lens.
Kassi Emadi is one of those people. Frustrated at the environmental impact
of beauty firms’ soap bars, she did what all true business pioneers do –
created a product to reshape the market. Walking away from a London PR
job, Kassi founded Nuddy, which makes and supplies vegan-friendly, plasticfree soap and shampoo bars, moisturisers and face masks. Now, having just
secured a “game-changing” supply deal with Sainsbury’s, and been honoured
at the recent Great British Entrepreneur Awards, Kassi tells Steven Hugill
about founding a company at a young age, establishing an endeavour on
sustainable grounds and the challenges of staying ahead in a shifting market.

naked

AMBITION
K A S S I

E M A D I
Words by Steven Hugill
Photography by Christopher Owens

-

www.nuddy.co.uk							
26

@nuddyofficial

4Inspiration can strike at any moment.
Just ask Kassi Emadi.
The daughter and sister of an
entrepreneurial dynasty of restauranteurs
and property developers, it was perhaps
inevitable she would one day lead her
own venture.
For a time, however, her destination
remained stubbornly beyond the horizon.
The more she yearned to find her
calling, the more it felt out of reach.
And then, suddenly, it appeared.
While working in London as head
of PR for creative marketing agency
The Clerkenwell Brothers nearly fourand-half-years ago, Kassi wandered
the capital’s sights and streets on her
lunchbreaks, looking skywards for an
idea to fall her way.
When it arrived, though, it came not
from the heavens but the cascading
waters of a shower head; vegan-friendly,
plastic-free soap bars.

“I’d always used soap bars, and so had
my mum; it was kind of a family thing,”
says Kassi, who was just 24 at the time of
her commercial breakthrough.
“When I was living in London, my
housemates would laugh and say things
like, ‘it’s so weird you have a bar of soap
– my grandma uses them, how old are
you!?’
“But they were the only thing that
made me feel properly clean.
“And then one day, while I was holding
a bar of soap, it hit me. I suddenly
thought, ‘this is it!’
“My dad Mamad had always said to
me, ‘something will come to you, and it’ll
be a problem – an everyday issue – that
you’re going to fix’.”
And it was.
Growing ever frustrated by the use of
plastic packaging encasing the soap bars
she bought, as well as the environmental
impact of their ingredients, Kassi vowed
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Kassi Emadi

there and then to deliver a step-change in
the beauty sector.
With her concept crystallising as
quickly as the waters draining around her
feet, she dressed, ran downstairs, phoned
mum Shirley – excitedly shouting down
the line, ‘I’ve got it; it’s so simple!’ – and
pulled out a notepad, using her marketing
experience to begin writing brand and
consumer strategies.
Nuddy – a play on the word nude, and
reference to the company’s stripped-back
ethos – was born.
“Dots just started joining together in
my mind,” says Kassi, remembering the
whirlwind events of November 26, 2017.
“I was using soap bars every day, but I
was struggling to find something of the
right quality and something that spoke to
me as a millennial female.
“There was a gap in the market for a
really cool soap brand that people would
want to use that also discouraged the use
of so much plastic – and I knew I’d found
it.”
She continues: “People assume the
business grew as it did because I’m a
vegan, but it wasn’t anything to do with
that; it was about inclusivity.
“I wanted to create something that
everyone could use and feel happy doing
so.
“And I was helped by the mission
brands and challengers I’d worked with
during my time in PR.
“They were very young and passionled, and they were trying to make noise in
specific industries and markets.
“What they were doing was so
inspiring; I fed off their enthusiasm in a
way, and I also used my experiences of
seeing the focus on sustainability grow
during my agency days – in a way of lot
of people maybe didn’t – to get Nuddy
moving.”
To build that momentum, though,
required Kassi taking some decisive
action too.
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Displaying the boldness that marks out
any entrepreneur, she quit her PR job just
days after conceiving Nuddy, and just
days before Christmas.
Having worked her notice period,
she moved back to the family home in
Acklam, a suburb on the outskirts of
Middlesbrough, in early 2018, to officially
begin her endeavour.
And that’s when a little bit of reality
kicked in.
She says: “I knew what I wanted to do;
I saw Pears, Imperial Leather and Dove
soap bars on the very bottom shelves
in Boots and Superdrug, and I vowed to
build a brand that would take them to the
top shelves and encourage more people
to lead sustainable lifestyles in a fun way.
“But I had no idea about how to make
soap or where it was produced.
“So, I turned to Google and found
various manufacturers – but it was very
difficult for the first two months or so.
“I’d ring up and some would tell me
they were busy, or that I’d struggle to hit
the quantities needed.
“One of them even fobbed me off by
saying vegan soap bases were really hard
to come by.
“I was still learning, so accepted what
I was told.
“However, I quickly found out that most
soap bases are in fact vegan, and that
animal fat bases are a rarity nowadays.”
Despite the setbacks, Kassi, who
studied law with business at Northumbria
University, kept pressing on, and secured
her first manufacturing contract with a
Kent-based firm.
“I just talked at the managing director
for 15 minutes,” she laughs.
“I explained my plans and my vision for
Nuddy, and when I’d finished, he just said,
‘how can I not believe in you after that!?’
“Our first order was 5000 units.”
With her soap bars now in production
and her parents’ triple garage acting as
warehouse space, Kassi got to work,

packing website orders to customers
across the UK.
And it didn’t take long for Nuddy
– which was recently named a North
East winner at the 2021 Great British
Entrepreneur Awards – to earn a
reputation.
Using her PR experience and industry
contacts, Kassi secured coverage in
top beauty magazines, which elevated
the brand and led to supply deals
with operators including Topshop
and Missguided, while trade show
appearances brought further agreements
with scores of gift shops and concept
stores.
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Others were watching on with interest
too; as she prepared products for delivery,
Kassi began noticing the names of brand
managers from Imperial Leather soap bar
maker PZ Cussons, and Olay and Pantene
owner Procter and Gamble, on Nuddy’s
order forms.
She says: “I’d be in meetings with
manufacturers, and they’d say to me, ‘they
know about you’.
“To hear that was exciting and a little
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scary too.
“But it also proved to me how we’d
managed to crack into the sector so
quickly, and that was a great feeling.”
The business also gained attention at
the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic,
when panic buying and stock issues left
some supermarket shelves, including the
soap and sanitiser section of her local
Morrisons store, empty.
Determined to help those in need, and
play her part in reducing the virus’ spread,
Kassi launched a free soap campaign.
Asking customers to cover postage and
packaging costs, Nuddy ended up giving
away more than 30,000 of its bars – which
use shea butter as a key ingredient – to
vulnerable people, charities and the NHS.
Attracting much local interest, the
move also garnered consideration from
afar, with the company shortlisted in
the purpose before profit category at
November’s Lloyds Bank British Business
Excellence Awards for its deeds.
It also helped deliver a step-change in
trajectory for Nuddy, which counts online
beauty operator Feel Unique and a number
of WH Smith’s railway station and airport
stores among its client list.
Kassi says: “We’re a small business, but
it made sense to help people with stock
that we had sitting in the warehouse.
“And people really engaged with the
social element of what we were, and still
are, doing; they understood our mission
and wanted to be part of it.
“Our monthly newsletters, which had
around 3000 subscribers, jumped to
140,000 in a matter of weeks.”
Aided by such momentum, Kassi, an
alumnus of Eaglescliffe’s Teesside High
School and Yarm’s Conyers Sixth Form
College, set about bolstering Nuddy’s
market presence, with face masks, body
scrubs, moisturisers and an award-winning
shampoo bar joining its range.
And she’s now in discussions with
a high-profile investor to further

www.nuddy.co.uk										

supercharge the company’s growth.
She says: “We were the first brand in
the UK to release a shampoo bar using an
innovative base that is completely sodium
lauryl sulphate (SLS) free.
“SLS can be an irritant to a lot of people,
so for our shampoo bar not to have it is a
really big thing in the beauty industry.
“Our skincare range is also totally
recyclable, with glass jars with aluminium
lids, and what it all means is that we’ve

now got a complete plastic-free bathroom
essentials brand.
“To build on that, we’re quite far down
the line with an investor, which is very
exciting, and if we secure a deal, it will
drop the brand into an existing network
and really heighten awareness.”
The exposure to which Kassi refers
would build on a deal announced in
December, which now sees Nuddy
products stocked in 93 of Sainsbury’s

@nuddyofficial

largest supermarkets nationwide.
For Kassi, now 28, the agreement
represents a “game-changer” moment,
both in terms of sales and its sustainable
ethos.
She says: “Launching in Sainsbury’s is,
to date, the most exciting thing that has
happened to Nuddy.
“Being on its shelves, with such new
and innovative products, alongside global
brands like L’Oréal, and household beauty
names from Unilever and Procter and
Gamble, is amazing.
“But Sainsbury’s was our top target
retailer by a mile for other reasons too;
our ethics align perfectly with its morals,
because it is a step ahead of its rivals on
sustainability.
“Furthermore, its customer base fits our
target consumer – those who consciously
buy products that make a positive
difference to the environment.
“Its reimagined beauty aisles
complement the Nuddy brand too.
“A couple of years ago, it changed its
beauty offer to be more concept-led, and
to work with more independent brands to
compete with Boots and Superdrug, and
that really fits our focus.
“Winning Sainsbury’s confirmed what
I’d felt all along with the business.”
Kassi adds: “Things could have gone
one of two ways when I left my PR job.
“But I was so obsessively sure about the
idea that Nuddy was never not going to
happen.
“The emotional journey as an
entrepreneur is hard – you live every
moment of the business – and it really is
like riding on a rollercoaster.
“But we’ve made large strides; we saw
another year of great growth in 2021 and
there is a lot more to come in 2022 and
beyond.
“I want Nuddy to reach its full potential;
this brand is very special to me, and I want
it to become the best it can be.
“And I know it will.”
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North East Growth Hub expands
following record year of business support
Amid an ever-changing period for businesses, the North East Growth Hub has remained a
constant, providing organisations with funding support and expert advice that has fuelled
their progress. And, with new members of staff having now joined its team, bosses say
the endeavour is perfectly placed to help more operators flourish in 2022 and beyond.
www.northeastgrowthhub.co.uk
@GrowthHubNE

THE NORTH EAST GROWTH HUB HAS EXPANDED
its team following a record year that saw the service
offer support to more than 34,000 businesses.
The North East Growth Hub exists to help micro,
small and medium enterprises access the funding and
support they need to grow.
Central to the service is a team of Growth Hub
connectors, who provide free, impartial, one-to-one
insight into the myriad of business support, finance
and funding schemes available in the North East Local
Enterprise Partnership (LEP) area.
A surge in businesses seeking help has meant the
team of connectors has expanded, with five new staff
members increasing the team to nine.
The service has helped more than 34,000 businesses
over the past year, with Britain’s EU exit and the
coronavirus pandemic meaning more support than ever
before has been needed.
The additional capacity within the team will not only
allow it to help more businesses, but also expand the
services it offers.
The Growth Hub is facilitating the new Peer
Networks programme to give businesses the
opportunity to come together and learn with – and
from – peers who have similar aspirations and who are
experiencing similar issues.
There will be 21 Peer Networks in the North East LEP
area, for businesses in a range of sectors from retail and
hospitality, through to net-zero initiatives and advanced
manufacturing.
The Growth Hub also delivers the North East LEP’s
Growth Through Mentoring programme, which
connects North East businesses in all sectors with
mentors who have first-hand experience of scaling a
business.
Mentors help businesses gain the skills, knowledge
and confidence to achieve the next level of growth.
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The programme has already matched more than 55
business leaders in the North East with a mentor, with
100 per cent of Growth Through Mentoring participants
reporting they would recommend the programme.
The Growth Hub is delivered by the North East LEP,
and feedback recently showed the Growth Hub to have
a 98 per cent client satisfaction rate.
Colin Bell, North East LEP business and sector
growth director, said: “We are pleased to have been
a valuable source of support for a record number of
businesses over the past year, during what has been a
very difficult time for many.
“The Growth Hub is more than just a website.
“We are focused on listening and really
understanding our clients’ business challenges, so
we can use our expertise and knowledge of the local
business support ecosystem to offer tangible and
relevant solutions.
“Our excellent client feedback really speaks for itself
and shows how hard our skilled team have worked to
offer the best support and advice.
“We now plan to build on that momentum and would
encourage businesses to get in touch and find out for
themselves how we are able to help.”

North East
Growth Hub
-

For more information on the
Growth Hub, or to
access support,
visit www.northeastgrowthhub.
co.uk
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Journeying towards a new digital destination
Russell Haworth’s career has long been centred around using software, information and
data analytics to drive positive business change. And now, as the new chief executive
of Newcastle-based NBS, he’s marrying his vast experience with the leading technology
platform’s services to drive watershed digital transformation across the construction
sector. Here, Steven Hugill speaks to Russell to find out more.
www.thenbs.com
@theNBS

NBS
-

As well as
being NBS
chief executive,
Russell is also
chair of Digital
Leaders, the UK’s
150,000-strong
membership
group that is
focused on
evolving digital
opportunities,
and a member
of Tech UK’s
membership and
finance board.
NBS is a
global leading
technology
platform that
combines some
of the best
content and
connectivity for
anyone involved
in the design,
supply and
construction
of the built
environment.
For more
information about
NBS’ offer, and
how it could help
your business,
visit www.thenbs.
com
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RUSSELL HAWORTH’S PASSPORT WAS ONCE
crammed with stamps from travels that helped put
businesses on growth journeys.
Whether as a technology and finance consultant, or as
a senior figure expanding media conglomerate Thomson
Reuters’ presence in the Americas, Asia and the Middle
East, he was central to guiding organisations through
gateways to next generation change.
And today, as recently-installed chief executive at
international leading technology platform NBS, he’s
central to another voyage – that of the construction
sector towards digital transformation.
Integral to his work is Newcastle-based NBS’ flagship
software as a service (SaaS) provision.
Built in the North East, and using advanced cloud
technologies, its platform brings together construction
specifiers, manufacturers and contractors to improve
the quality of project decision-making, drive appropriate

environmentally sustainable.
“And we do that through our relationship with
manufacturers – we speak to them and use that data to
inform our content and technology.
“Ultimately, if we are able to give architects, engineers
and designers greater knowledge around sustainable
materials and what has better insulation parameters, for
example, then that means buildings are safer and more
sustainable.”
Russell continues: “It is the raison d’etre of NBS.
“We are an organisation at the foothills of digital
transformation, and with the massive amount of venture
capital and private equity going into construction
technology to rapidly digitise operations, we are
providing a leading service.”
As well as its pioneering technology, though, Russell
says the experience of NBS’ physical workforce also
delivers a significant marketplace USP.

product use and provide critical insights.
It is led by Chorus, a software app that enables
thousands of architects, engineers and designers to
rapidly create detailed project specifications, and
the data platform Source, wherein more than 1000
manufacturers list tens of thousands of products.
And in a world where the environmental impact
of construction work is becoming increasingly more
scrutinised, Russell says NBS’ offer is game-changing.
He says: “In the EU alone, construction accounts for
nine per cent of GDP.
“But it is one of the least digitised industries on the
planet and generates around 40 per cent of energyrelated CO2 emissions globally.
“There are lots of bricks in the wall in terms of tackling
that, and one of the ways we are trying to deliver
positive change is by making sure architects
are able to select products that are more

And as the construction sector continues to evolve
during the pandemic, with working practices becoming
ever more fluid, Russell says NBS – which last year
joined Swedish-based data and software provider
Byggfakta Group – is at the “sweet spot” of change.
He says: “We are an early player in an emerging
industry, a 50-year-old business that has gone from
being paper-based, into the CD-ROM era and now, in
the last two years, into SaaS.
“As a business, we reincarnated ourselves amid the
digital transformation, with (former NBS executive
chairman and now UK chairman of Byggfakta Group)
Colin Smith doing a fantastic job in taking things
forward.
“The two intersected at a perfect time,” adds Russell,
who, prior to joining NBS was chief executive at UK
internet domain registry and cybersecurity company
Nominet.

He adds: “Nowadays, you’d expect most businesses
to be going through a digital transformation, but the fact
we did it two years ago means we’ve got so much ability
to serve clients anywhere in the world.
“The pandemic has shown we all need to become a lot
more fleet of foot; people are not physically in the office
like they were, so the ability to collaborate through
digital tools has magnified.
“Our SaaS-based platform enables users to easily
access information via the cloud, and we know it is
having a major impact because the number of hours
clients spend on Chorus, for example, runs into the
thousands every month.”
Praising NBS’ team, Russell continues: “But our
uniqueness is not just in the technology; it comes too
from the combined 1000 years’ experience we have in
our technical content team.
“That team includes quantity and electrical surveyors,
as well as architects, who are deep domain specialists.
“They are able to curate content based on technical
standards while drawing from their experience to
provide impartial analysis of very technical areas.
“Nobody in the region, and I dare say the world, has
the same level of depth of expertise and content in one
place.”
And Russell, who began his career as a computer
programmer with Xerox, says NBS is committed to
strengthening its workforce further, to maintain both its
momentum and that of change across the construction
sector.
Having recruited 70 people over the last year, and,
as a wider group, acquired Construction Information
Service and building and planning data provider
Glenigan, he says its technology is catching the eyes of
increasing numbers of people.
He says: “We perhaps used to position ourselves as a
construction company that sold data, but we’re now very
much a content and technology company focused on
the construction sector.
“That pivot is helping us attract more staff, especially
those from a particular technology and product
development background who want to join a forwardlooking business.
“The fact we focus on sustainability and safety
means our proposition is becoming increasingly more
convincing for millennials and others in the jobs market.”
And these extra numbers, says Russell, will be
important as NBS – which employs around 200 staff –
continues to expand globally.

With bases in Australia and Canada already
established, and its presence in the Nordics region
boosted by its position within Byggfakta, he says the
business sees great potential across North America,
including the US.
Highlighting how the process of specification writing
is still, in the main, completed on Microsoft Word
documents, Russell says NBS’ suite of technology would
make a huge difference on the other side of the Atlantic.
He adds: “North America is not very digitised, and
our content and technology would dramatically improve
architects’ workflow.
“The US is a very significant market on its own, and
the forecasted growth for construction output across
North America to 2030 is 32 per cent, so there is a lot of
potential.
“Ultimately, we are a business that punches above its
weight internationally, and we will continue doing that in
2022 and beyond.”
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Students solving strategic
business challenges

supportive and collaborative.
My main point of contact at Sage was Tim O’Reilly,
who was an amazing partner and connector.
He provided me with the resources I needed
to effectively conduct my research and analysis,
including relevant company information, and having
his support set me up for success.

Fresh thinking is crucial to commercial progress, and key to ensuring a continued pipeline
of original ideas is Durham University Business School’s MBA business project programme.
Here, former student Daisy Igbokwe talks about her time with North East-founded
accountancy software firm Sage, revealing how it helped improve the company’s brand
awareness and provided a springboard for her career.

What were the project outcomes?
The outcomes were to provide an independent,
well-researched and analysed written piece of work
on the business issue being investigated.
By applying relevant research techniques, I critically
analysed students’ awareness and perceptions of Sage
accounting software and presented recommendations
for facilitating its continued use to the business.

www.dur.ac.uk/business/
@DUBusSchool
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DURHAM UNIVERSITY BUSINESS SCHOOL WORKS
with local, national and international companies and
organisations in many ways, ranging from knowledge
transfer partnerships to executive education, research
collaborations and providing placement students.
However, our MBA business projects can be
particularly useful for North East firms to address an
organisational issue.
Between June and September, our MBA students
work with companies to complete a business project.
This is a great opportunity for organisations to
benefit from our talented students to tackle a business
challenge head-on.
Our students work across all sectors and functions,
applying their skills and knowledge to deliver results

Read on to hear more about Daisy’s experience
working on her project.

that can move a business forward.
A business project also provides an excellent
opportunity for students to gain practical experience
that is relevant to their career aspirations and
enhances their professional network.
Nigerian-Canadian MBA alumna Daisy Igbokwe
chose to do her strategic business project with Sage,
market leaders in cloud accounting and business
management software.
Daisy used marketing research to assess student
brand awareness and product adoption intentions.
Before studying her MBA at the Business School,
Daisy worked at accounting software company Intuit,
in Toronto, across a variety of roles in marketing.
Since graduating, she has been appointed to a role
at Sage in London as a product marketing manager,
and is looking forward to growing her career at the
business.

and facilitate students’ adoption and continued use of
Sage software.

Describe your strategic business project
I chose to work with Sage for my project, exploring
the topic of customer awareness and software
adoption intentions.
I partnered with the Sage qualifications programme
team to examine and understand students’ awareness
and perception of Sage’s accounting software, and
the motivating factors that influence their decision to
adopt or continue using Sage after graduating.
The objective was to identify opportunities for
Sage to engage with students and propose creative
solutions, which will help Sage improve its awareness

What were your experiences around choosing the
project and working with the company?
Strategic business projects are either self-sourced,
where students find a company to host their
prospective project, or school-sourced, where the
Business School sources several projects from external
organisations, and these are usually competitive and
aligned to your chosen pathway.
My project was school-sourced.
All the school-sourced projects were shared with
students for us to access and do some background
research on the different companies that we were
interested in working with.
We then indicated the projects we were
interested in.

The companies also conducted a similar selection
exercise, as they were provided with our MBA Talent
Book to choose the students they felt were the best
fit.
Once both parties had made their choices, a panel
was convened to allocate projects based on the
interests of the companies and the students.
Why did you choose Sage?
I shortlisted and selected Sage as my top choice, as
I was familiar with the company and industry, having
previously worked for a competitor of Sage.
I was also really interested in the business issue
they were looking to investigate.
Once I was matched with Sage and assigned a
supervisor, I was introduced to my main point of
contact at the company, who I worked closely with.
We immediately met to discuss the project in more
detail and clarified the topic and focus.
We outlined a timetable, which had key dates and
the milestones I was working towards, and which
helped me to stay on track.
My experience of working with the company was
great, we communicated frequently via email and
video conferencing, and I found them to be incredibly

Durham
University
Business
School
-

To learn more
about the
Business School’s
work with
organisations,
visit www.
durham.ac.uk/
business/
corporatepartnerships
For business
projects, visit
www.durham.
ac.uk/business/
bp

Did you find it beneficial to undertake the project,
and if so, how?
I definitely found the project beneficial, as it
allowed me to apply the learnings from the MBA
in practice, from in-depth research and analysis
to developing a critical understanding of business
practices, as well as developing and implementing
strategy at an organisational level.
This project also allowed me to hone and enhance
my planning, organisation and time management
skills.
I also really benefited from the relationships I
built with the organisation and the Business School
throughout the project.

Tim O’Reilly,
qualifications manager
at Sage

4“Sage was excited to host this successful
project last year. When selecting a student to
manage the project, Daisy clearly stood out.
I was very impressed with her enthusiasm from
the outset and thoroughly enjoyed working
with her. We gained extremely useful insights
and the feedback will help Sage to develop our
support for students.”
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Supporting workers’
mental health and wellbeing
Award-winning occupational health services provider Recovery4Life’s specialist
testing and risk management strategies have played a pivotal role in helping
businesses and individuals navigate the COVID-19 pandemic. However, its
core business is delivering key mental health support. Here, Tony Pendlebury,
Recovery4Life’s clinical director and a leading psychotherapist, talks about what
organisations can do to support workers’ mental health and wellbeing, while
keeping a close eye on possible future coronavirus issues.

www.recovery4life.co.uk
@Recovery4LifeNE

THE PANDEMIC HAS PRESENTED EMPLOYERS
from all over the UK with many new challenges arising
from the associated health risks of COVID-19 and the
financial implications of several lockdowns.
It’s placed enormous strain on owners, managers
and employees alike, and has very clearly highlighted
the fundamental nature of the importance of
trust, transparency and indeed compassion in the
relationships between all those stakeholders.
We’re proud to say that businesses across sectors
from manufacturing, engineering and technology
to leisure and retail have received guidance from
Recovery4Life that has helped them continue operating
while keeping staff safe, motivated and engaged.
A good example of this is our work with Teesside
International Airport, where we have engaged in
testing to help get the region moving again.
We are also pleased to have supported large events
run by NEPIC, the Entrepreneurs’ Forum and Tees
Valley Business Club with their viral controls for events,
without any incidents or COVID-19 break-outs.
So, how can employers feel confident in their ability
to protect themselves and their businesses going into
2022?
Two major challenges
There are two key matters that will come to the
forefront this year: the non-viral health issues and the
ongoing management of further potential variants.
Unfortunately, COVID-19 isn’t going to disappear
overnight.
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The emergence of the Omicron variant did not come
as a surprise as, by its very nature, COVID-19 will
continue to mutate.
Indeed, it’s subvariant BA.2 is of considerable
concern and spreading exponentially in South Africa,

Denmark and other countries, and we are likely to
see the emergence of more variants with increasing
resistance to the vaccine.
We simply do not know how long COVID-19 will be
with us – and in one form or another, it might always
be.
What we do know is that regardless of which viral
strain is most persistent at any one time, through
vaccination, testing and physical/environmental
controls, we can prevent the spread of the virus and
minimise operational disruption.
However, after two years of COVID-19, and
associated restrictions, it is fair to say many people are
mentally and physically exhausted. Yet, organisations
must remain vigilant to ensure their people have
unstinting support.
Public services are dealing with many mental health
problems and substance misuse, made worse by a huge
backlog in addressing physical health issues.
However, our highly experienced and qualified team
can help.

It’s one thing to find work tasks challenging, but
to be fearful of actually attending the workplace
environment is an altogether more serious matter.

Establishing a comprehensive support programme

The right occupational health provider
Throughout the pandemic, we have heard time and
again that employers and managers have felt enormous
pressure through having to become infectious disease
specialists and mental and physical health experts,
on top of all the associated HR and risk management
issues that arise with running a business during a health
crisis.
This is where your occupational health provider
should be your main point of contact and support –
available on site to talk to and work with people in a
sympathetic and professional way.
The best commercial responses we have seen to
managing the pandemic are proactive, not reactive.
To achieve a proactive and effective response to
the pandemic, and the associated emerging long-term
health conditions, you should make sure your provider,
or in-house team, is up to the job and abreast of the
latest research.

I strongly recommend a health and wellbeing
programme that addresses the wider health risks in
a business, particularly when it comes to employee
mental health, drug and alcohol addiction and related
issues.
A good workplace mental health provider should be
able to help you address everything from the common
cultural issues that can arise from working through a
pandemic, right through to the more complex case-bycase issues.
I was attracted to Recovery4Life because I believed
in its core aim – to help people recover from extremely
difficult situations that can often go way beyond the
standard challenges that may affect someone’s typical
working life.
For example, recent data points to a rise in drug and
alcohol dependency, as well as anxiety disorders during
the pandemic.

Keep positive
Our mission has always been to bring order out of
chaos – and the belief that if you know what you are
dealing with, you can deal with anything!
Our role is to help you as an employer understand
the complex and clinical by translating it into simple
and actionable advice that protects you and your
business and allows you to make informed decisions.
Business continuity and resilience is absolutely
achievable.
And through the careful management of COVID-19
and other health risk factors in the workplace,
employers are actively contributing to the safety and
security of the North East.
We are proud of our contribution in 2021 and will
continue to support you and your businesses in 2022,
come what may.

Recovery4Life
-

Tony Pendlebury
has worked in
mental health and
addiction for more
than 20 years and
is a qualified
psychotherapist.
He has worked
within the NHS in
London, Kent and
the North East,
occupying roles
ranging from
specialist
substance misuse
through to
public health
commissioning.
He chaired
the Darlington
Safeguarding
Board, has been
highly involved in
County Durham
and Darlington’s
CDLIN and was
chair of the
substance misuse
planning group
in Darlington
between 2008 and
2016.
Alongside
Dr Martin
Weatherhead in
2004, Tony helped
set up Counted4,
the forerunner to
Recovery4Life.
To find out
more about
Recovery4Life’s
specialist
COVID-19, drug,
alcohol and
mental health
services, call
03333 448 288
or visit www.
recovery4life.
co.uk
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FOUNDERS,
THINKERS,
LEADERS,
CREATORS,
innovators,
ENTREPRENEURS
&
DOERS
www.netimesmagazine.co.uk
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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.
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Education

Shouting from the
rooftops about skills

Strengthening the
region’s talent pipeline

Report

This month marks National
Apprenticeship Week, the celebration of
a pathway to employment and alternative
route to a university degree for young
people who want to do a real job while
studying formal qualifications.
The arrangement works for employers
and the education sector, including the
North East’s school leavers that don’t
want to burden themselves with student
debt and feel ready to abandon a full-
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Words by Colin Young

time commitment to the classroom for
valuable workplace experience.
But more can be done.
And a year after meeting Prime
Minister Boris Johnson and his cabinet
in Sunderland to discuss the future of
apprenticeships, Ellen Thinnesen, chief
executive of the North East’s largest
college group, tells Colin Young why she
is calling for more support to help plug
the skills gap.

Companies are nothing without the people that make them tick. Indeed, many
of the individuals that are leading and guiding businesses to new heights today
are former apprentices or trainees, with a good number working for the same
firm that provided guidance in their early years. And now, with the North East
at the forefront of the Government’s green industrial revolution, and National
Apprenticeship Week taking place this month, the importance of nurturing the
next generation is once again in sharp focus. Here, Colin Young hears from Ellen
Thinnesen, chief executive at Education Partnership North East, about what needs
to be done to ensure companies continue to have access to top talent.

4It’s been a whirlwind 12 months for
Ellen Thinnesen.
Having steered Education Partnership
North East (EPNE) – comprising
Hartlepool Sixth Form, Northumberland
College and Sunderland College –
through the pandemic, she was named in
the Queen’s 2021 New Year Honours list
for her services to education.
Add to that the successful partnershipled bid to Government to bring to
life ambitious plans for Sunderland’s
£14.6 million Housing Innovation and
Construction Skills Academy (HICSA)
and ensuring thousands of students from
Berwick-upon-Tweed to the Tees Valley
maintained the best possible student
experience and outcomes during the
crisis, and it’s safe to say that it was an
eventful and challenging year for the
nurse-turned-education leader.

Yet, despite the demands of the
pandemic, Ellen and her team are looking
to the future and are determined to pick
up where they left off.
And she took the opportunity on a
Prime Ministerial visit to campaign for
further support to deliver more quality
apprenticeships for young people.
As the UK transitions to a green
economy – with the North East at
the forefront of the revolution – it is
imperative the region receives the
investment it needs to ensure it has the
skilled workforce required to fill the jobs
of the future.
Ellen says: “While the UK’s inevitable
and long overdue shift to a green
economy could prove a major boon for
the region, it certainly won’t be without its
challenges.
“The emergence of so many new,
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Education

Ellen Thinnesen
Chief executive
Education Partnership North East
“Apprenticeships can play such
an important role in our economic
recovery in 2022, and with the right
support from the Government, and
the will for education providers
and enterprise to work hand-inglove, they can become a key tool
in ensuring the region can play a
significant role in supporting the
economic growth of the North East,
and fuelling its contribution to UK
plc.”

Karen Weir
highly-skilled technical jobs will naturally
lead to a requirement for new skillsets.
“However, only by working closely with
industry and the Government to increase
the availability of a skilled pipeline of
talent and ensure students, such as
apprentices, are desirable to employers,
will we be able to ensure we have the
workforce required to seize the moment
and position the North East at the heart of
the green revolution.”
Championing partnerships and
apprenticeships has been high on Ellen’s
agenda ever since she made the transition
from healthcare to further education,
after seeing first-hand how important a
role the opportunities played in helping
the NHS attract and upskill talent.
This dedication to apprenticeships
– and being an influential leader in the
region’s education sector in her six years
here – led to Ellen being invited alongside
representatives from the University of
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Sunderland to meet the Prime Minister
and his cabinet a year ago to discuss the
importance of apprenticeships and why
skills and training must remain a priority.
She adds: “It was a pleasure to join
the university, along with some of our
apprentices and my colleagues from
other industries across the city, for the
parliamentary reception, and to ensure
the region’s voice was heard.
“Not only did it give us an opportunity
to express how critical it is that the
Government ensures further education
and skills, and its relationship to levellingup the North East economy, remains high
on the political agenda, but it was also
a chance to tell them about our region’s
unique position to capitalise on the shift
to net-zero.”
In the meeting, Ellen thanked the Prime
Minister and his party for the investment
in 16 to 19-year-old funding for education
and skills, which was promised this year.

Managing director
Weir Insurance
“The generation that left school
during the pandemic was the most
affected, both in terms of job
opportunities and interruption to
their education and training.”

Education

However, she also took the opportunity
to remind ministers it represents just
a fifth of what is required and that a
sustained longer-term budget for further
education is vital to the country’s – and
this region’s – economic future.
Ellen says: “While it was also important
to speak directly and frankly with
cabinet members about the proposed
National Skills Fund, and to talk about
the significant role that EPNE is playing
not only in the North East but across the
country, it was also critical that we drove
home the importance of continuing to
invest in apprenticeships and our young
people.
“Economic uncertainty and social
distancing measures caused by the
pandemic brought a steep decline in
the number of apprenticeships being
advertised during the crisis and despite
the introduction of new initiatives, such
as the £3000 incentive grant towards
employing apprentices up until the end
of January, the number of opportunities
being created still falls way short of
the demand to plug the skills gap, and
particularly for green jobs.”
Despite the effects of COVID-19 making
it difficult for employers to dedicate the
quality of training and opportunities
required to onboard apprentices,
Ellen says apprenticeship provision is
bouncing back. In fact, over the past 12
months, EPNE has agreed a number of
apprenticeship partnerships with a range
of organisations from Envision AESC – the
company developing a vehicle battery
plant adjacent to Nissan’s Sunderland
factory – housing provider Gentoo, the
NHS and energy consultancy Tritility.
“Despite the challenges brought about
by the pandemic, we have continued
to make in-roads with both public
and private sector organisations to
provide opportunities for young people
and adults, and we can’t thank those
organisations that have supported us
enough,” says Ellen.
She continues: “Apprenticeships
can play such an important role in our
economic recovery in 2022, and with the
right support from the Government,
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and the will for education providers and
enterprise to work hand-in-glove, they can
become a key tool in ensuring the region
can play a significant role in supporting
the economic growth of the North East,
and fuelling its contribution to UK plc.
“So, as we once again celebrate
National Apprenticeship Week and –
rightly so – come together to shout from
the rooftops about all of our fantastic
apprentices and their providers, I hope
some of the business leaders reading this
edition take inspiration and re-think how
apprentices could benefit their business.
“Nurturing and bringing through
the next generation of talent is key to
ensuring any organisation is sustainable
and only by working together to plug
the skills gap and advocate for initiatives
such as apprenticeships can we ensure
the North East continues to prosper and
lead the way for the next generation of
business leaders who go on to follow in
our footsteps.”
One company putting Ellen’s words into
action is Blyth-based family operator

Weir Insurance, which is celebrating
its 50th anniversary with moves to help
younger people.
Pledging to make a £50 donation
to Teenage Cancer Trust, Shelter or
a grassroots sport charity for every
successful customer recommendation, the
firm also intends to recruit five apprentices
over the next five years.
Managing director Karen Weir, who
runs the company alongside husband and
technical director Duncan, says: “We have
chosen to mark our 50th year by thinking
about the future.
“Technology has changed the insurance
world so much, and the industry needs
new talent that understands modern
business risks.
“The generation that left school during
the pandemic was the most affected,
both in terms of job opportunities and
interruption to their education and training.
“We want to encourage them to
consider working for a successful firm in
a vibrant industry that vitally needs their
skills.”
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PURPLE

Learning Curve Group chief executive Brenda McLeish was
awarded an OBE in the Queen’s New Year Honours list. The
Officer of the Order of the British Empire is given to people who
“make a significant impact in their line of work”. It is recognition
for her 14 years at the helm of the County Durham-based
company, now home to more than 850 educators and employees,
and one of the major skills and education providers throughout
the country. Here, Brenda tells Colin Young about her disbelief,
surprise and pride at the honour and that while it may be in her
name, the accolade is for the whole Learning Curve Group and her
‘Purple People’.

4Brenda McLeish was at an awards

Brenda McLeish
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ceremony in Newcastle when she
received the email from Buckingham
Palace on her phone.
The Queen hasn’t gone all hi-tech
on us but the traditional letter through
the post, notifying the public of their
place on her New Year Honours list, was
abandoned thanks to COVID-19 at the
end of 2021.
As the chief executive of Durhambased education provider Learning Curve
Group sat alone on a sofa reading the
content of the email – full name, Brenda
Sophia Edmenson-McLeish OBE – she let
out a very audible gasp, somehow failing
to alert her fellow nominees, guests
and colleagues gathered at the North
East England Chamber of Commerce’s
Inspiring Females awards night in the
Civic Centre of her big news.
Refusing to believe the notification
was genuine, she texted the one person
it said she was permitted to notify of the
advanced warning – Learning Curve’s
marketing and communications director
Neil Whittaker.

It turned out he was well aware of the
pending news. Neil had nominated her
for the award 18 months earlier!
“The worst thing was, I was
surrounded by so many people I knew
but I couldn’t say anything to anyone,”
says Brenda.
“But I messaged Neil straight away.
“I said, ‘Is this real? Oh my God’ – and
then when I did speak to him after the
awards, I said, ‘they might change their
minds, you know?’
“I honestly didn’t think it could be real.
“Whoever would have thought a little
girl from a council estate in Stockton
– without going to university, without
a degree – would build a business as
amazing as this, and receive an OBE?
“And I think that’s what surprised Neil
and I the most. It was an OBE. That’s a
pretty big step up the ladder.”
Somehow Brenda managed to get
through the Chamber’s first-ever
Inspiring Females event that November
afternoon, containing her excitement and
her news.
She admits she struggled with

other aspects of the official protocol
and guidelines when she got home to
Hartlepool, however.
Brenda told her husband Glenn
and daughter Charlotte, now 20, and
herself part of the Learning Curve team,
ensuring, of course, they were sworn to
secrecy.
The following day, she told her aunt,
who is nicknamed May May and the
woman who’d brought her up in Stockton
and who she calls ‘mam’.
Brenda says: “I left home when I was 13
and had pretty much nothing.
“So to achieve this is more than I ever,
ever could have dreamed of.
“It’s genuinely blown me away.
“She usually rings me on a Friday to
check in and see what’s happening and
she’d had a rubbish week.
“So I said, ‘I’ll tell you something that’ll
cheer you up, but you’re not allowed to
tell anyone’.
“She said, ‘all right, what is it?’
“When I told her, she screamed down
the phone!
“Glenn and Charlotte have been telling
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the whole world too.
“The whole family is so, so proud.”
However, Brenda says that it wasn’t
until a reporter from the education
sector’s trade magazine rang to chat
about her honour that the reality of one
of the country’s highest accolades truly
hit home.
She says: “I think I was so shocked
that I didn’t believe it was true the whole
time.
“Then, on New Year’s Eve, I got a
call from a reporter from FE Week, the
education sector’s paper, and he said,
‘congratulations Brenda, have you got
a quote?’ and I said, ‘but how do you
know?’
“He said, ‘well, we do get an advanced
list, Brenda’, and that was when it hit me,
and I knew it was real.”
Neil adds: “She rang me after that call
and said, ‘it must be real!’.
“I just laughed; I kept telling her they
were never going to withdraw it.
“I don’t know much about the process,
but I do know they’ve never said, ‘we’ve
changed our minds, you’re not having it’.”
Once the news was official, Brenda
emailed all 850 staff in the Learning
Curve Group family. The award may
be in her name, but she says everyone
associated with the Durham-based
company has contributed to it.
This is Learning Curve Group OBE.
Brenda says: “I am so proud – it’s great,
amazing in fact – but it’s the people here
who created that.
“And the first thing I did was write to
all of them and tell them, ‘we all achieved
this, not me – it might be my name on it,
but we all did this’.
“It really is not about me. This is about
Learning Curve, all the people who
work here and the incredible business
we’ve built.
“People have been so kind. I’ve had
such lovely letters and even a bouquet of
flowers from another training company,
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a competitor.
“But the emails from the staff were
particularly lovely, and so many have said
they’re proud to be a part of it. And they
should be. Because they really are.
“As I said in the email, ‘this is for the
Purple People’.”
Anyone who has encountered Brenda
will know and understand the Purple
People reference. Walk into Learning
Curve’s bright and breezy offices near
Spennymoor, with the views to Durham
City, and you encounter staff whose
energy and vigour is palpable. And
purple.
After leaving Grangefield School,
in Stockton, Brenda first trained as a
medical secretary at Billingham College,
going on to work for the NHS’ Child
Protection Unit, in Hartlepool.
She joined East Durham College at the
age of 18 – and set about creating her
own apprenticeship at its Peterlee home
over the next 11 years.
“I started as a PA and left as an AP,”
she says.
“I joined as the personal assistant
to the commercial director, and I
left as assistant principal when I was
headhunted by Learning Curve.
“Basically, I just learned everything on
the job, so when the commercial director
left, they offered me her job.”
In 2008, Brenda was approached
by Judith Moran and Tony Outhart to
join Learning Curve, by then a wellestablished skills and learning provider
for employers and further education,
which was set up by the pair in an attic in
Cockton Hill Road, Bishop Auckland.
“They told me, ‘if you can do what
we want you to do, we will make you a
partner’.
“And I backed myself and they backed
me.
“We had an internal buy-out in 2013
and full management buy-out two years
later when they retired.
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BRENDA
“It’s not just about the colours
on the wall or the logo, but the
people who work here and how
they make you feel and how
passionate they are about
what we do”

McLEISH
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“I invited Judith to come and see the
offices when we moved here in 2018,
before all the staff moved in, and she
cried.
“She said, ‘who’d have thought from the
small business I set up, that you would
grow it to this, and this is where it’s going
to be’.
“She took me for lunch on the Sunday
after the OBE was announced and she
said, ‘I couldn’t be prouder; it’s like
another child who’s taken over and done
such an amazing job’.
“She is very, very proud. And I am so
touched to have made her proud.”
The rebrand came nine years ago when
Brenda changed the name, adding Group,
and changed the colour of the company’s
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logo, boldly replacing the original orange
with purple.
And with her staff asking if she will be
wearing a purple hat for the pending trip
to Buckingham Palace, it is difficult to
avoid its influence.
It goes deeper than that, though, and
being one of the ‘Purple People’ clearly
means something to the staff in the
DurhamGate head office, and in the wider
and expanding reaches of the company,
which has grown to become one of the
nation’s biggest skills providers, working
with more than 100,000 learners, with
further acquisitions anticipated this year.
Brenda says: “Everything is purple here,
but the ‘Purple People’ idea came from
the staff; it is a powerful message that we
love.
“We have what I like to call a shared
passion for ‘Purple People’ because that’s
who we are, and we all strive for the same
things here.
“We often say if you cut someone from
Learning Curve in half, the blood would
run purple.
“When we had the rebrand, it looked
really good on the logo and as we built the
people culture within the business, the
purple ethos just grew.
“I always say to new people, ‘make
yourself indispensable because you will
always have a job here’.
“The idea was to get people who love
educating people, and if we could get
them to be really happy working here,
look after them and make them feel
part of the team, then we would have a
successful business.
“Very early on, I went to a conference
about culture with the chief executives
from Timpson and John Lewis, as well as
Karren Brady, and they all talked about
empowering your staff and creating a
really great culture and it just resonated
with me.
“That’s what we have done at Learning
Curve.
“Every decision they make and every
action matters; if we can get the majority
to feel their decisions are impacting them

and they are collectively responsible for
everything we do, that is wonderful.
“It’s not just about the colours on the
wall or the logo, but the people who work
here and how they make you feel and how
passionate they are about what we do.
“People often say, which I take as a huge
compliment, that walking into somewhere
like our academy in Hartlepool is just like
walking into our headquarters here at
DurhamGate. And I love that.
“I often tell them, ‘no-one is just an
apprentice – you are a Purple Person’.”
Learning Curve helps more than
4500 employers each year with
workplace training, providing short-term
vocational qualifications and longer-term
apprenticeships, backed by more than £20

million of adult skills funding.
Recent acquisitions have included
a military training operation at the
Motivational Preparation College in
Cardiff, which has brought in 30 more
locations and 180 additional staff.
There were 550 ‘Purple People’ at its
annual conference at St James’ Park
before Christmas.
The group has also opened its first
Business Academy in Darlington, to
provide training in accountancy, digital
marketing, bookkeeping, IT and software
development, timed to coincide with the
Treasury’s move to the town.
“We know there will be a real skills
shortage in that area, and we can help,”
Brenda says.

The only downside to expansion for
Brenda is that she no longer knows the
names of all her employees – and their
partners, their kids and even their pets.
“As the business grows, I can’t do that.
“And that really hurts,” she adds.
“It is much more challenging, so we
must have a good culture and really good
leadership in the rest of the team so they
can be the figureheads when they go out
and spread the word at our sites.
“We had a five-year plan in 2020 to take
us to 1500 staff and I have a huge concern
because we have only just tipped into
2022 and we are at 850.
“The growth is going to supersede our
expectations and our plan, but we are
ready for it.”
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How sport can help build a
more effective and happier team
James Carss, managing director of executive search and recruitment business NRG, is an
energetic man. A high-level martial arts coach and author in his spare time, he was recently
appointed a non-executive director and trustee of charity Active Northumberland. Here, he
tells North East Times how his new role is allowing him to marry a lifelong interest in fitness
with encouraging people to have a better work/life balance.

www.nrgplc.com
@nrgplc

NRG
-

With a successful
track record
spanning 40
years, NRG is
an innovative
recruitment
solutions business
that specialises
in tech and
digital, corporate
services and
executive search
and selection.
For more
information,
contact
marketing
manager Julie
Mordue on 0191
260 4407 or email
juliemordue@
nrgplc.com

HOW AND WHY DID YOU GET INVOLVED WITH
Active Northumberland?
Active Northumberland is a large charity
responsible for 18 health and leisure centres right
across Northumberland – from Cramlington to
Berwick and Hexham to Ashington.
The charity commissioned NRG to carry out some
executive recruitment work a few years ago, as it
sought to ensure the very best minds were brought
together to help achieve its goals of improving the
health and lifestyles of the people of Northumberland
through its very wide range of activities at leisure
centres.
I was very taken with the ethos, objectives and
purpose of the charity because, for my own part, I’ve
seen the difference sporting activity can make to lives.
It builds confidence, resilience and the invaluable
social skills that are so important in business and life
in general.
I think the pandemic has brought these key issues
to the fore, and I wanted to make a difference.
Tell us a little more about your sporting experience
I’m from a sports science background – I studied
the subject at university – and I’ve worked hard in my
chosen sport of martial arts to attain the qualifications
necessary to coach and train at a high level.
I’ve maintained my interest in martial arts and
related sports throughout my career; while based in
Hong Kong for 12 years, I was fortunate to be coached
at a high level and compete internationally.

56

It has helped my decision-making and increased
the all-round energy levels required to manage a fast
moving and sophisticated business.
It has also given me what some call mindfulness, or
the ability to focus on what is in front of you without
being too stressed and losing clarity.
I needed this when I fought in the ring, and it is

certainly something that is applicable to business.
You are a non-executive director at Active
Northumberland. What does a non-executive bring
to a business or organisation?
Firstly, an impartial outside view on a particular
topic or various key issues.
At NRG, we have noticed a developing trend in nonexecutive recruitment.
Organisations are increasingly seeking more
diverse, inclusive and specialised people in nonexecutive roles.
It’s particularly relevant, for example, in the housing
and health sectors, where someone from a completely
different background can offer an alternative course
of action on a vital issue.
It’s also worth noting the effect of experienced
non-executive directors in the burgeoning North East
tech sector, where many young entrepreneurs are
looking for experienced people to give a new business
the right structure to acquire funding and grow in a
sustainable way.
The best non-executives do not focus on
administrative and functional issues, but on the best
ideas.
A typical non-executive will probably meet with a
business no more than once a month; it’s so important
to maximise their specific expertise.
Has the pandemic affected the views of
organisations about the way they operate, and what
are the future trends?
Very much so, hence an increased demand for
expertise from people who may have different ideas –
such as non-executives.
Separately, I believe we’re settling into hybrid
working for the long-term now, with the emphasis
on effective and efficient working, rather than simply
time served at a desk, or ‘presentee-ism.’
The old fashioned strict nine-to-five working hours
have been a problem for some years now, as families
juggle busy life schedules to arrive and leave at an

office at very set times.
It’s an expensive way to live, due to high childcare
costs, and a stressful one too.
Here at NRG, we have embraced flexible working
for our teams.
It still means people are properly trained and can
interact face-to-face with clients and colleagues, but
the flexibility to leave early or start later, or work from
home, helps motivate people.
Additionally, our base at Quorum Park, in North
Tyneside, is really good because there are on-site
sports and leisure facilities.
This means team members can easily fit in a
lunchtime gym session and return refreshed for an
afternoon at work.
We actually hold Tai Chi classes for interested staff
seeking fitness and mindfulness.
Ultimately, the way forward is to concentrate on
developing a well trained and happy workforce.
The right recruitment policy, married to the right
inclusive, fun and professional culture, is the recipe
for a motivated team.

James Carss, far
right, leads members
of NRG’s team
through a Tai Chi
class.
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Winds of change bring prosperity
to people and the planet
Mark Pilling, vice president for high voltage grids at Siemens Energy UK & Ireland, talks
about how the growth of offshore wind projects is supporting the Government’s renewable
energy targets and providing a real boost to national and local economies, including that of
the North East.

www.siemens-energy.co.uk
@siemens_energy

A LOT HAS HAPPENED IN THE WORLD OF
renewable energy and offshore wind transmission over
recent years.
Echoed by the strategic goals set within the
Government’s Ten Point Plan back in November 2020,
which highlighted a strong commitment to increasing
low-carbon energy generation, including increasing
offshore wind generation from 12GW to an ambitious
40GW by 2030, the industry is going from strength-tostrength.

offshore wind projects go to UK suppliers, these next
developments will provide a significant increase in job
creation and the economy at large.
Job creation
At Siemens Energy, we are proud to be a global market
leader in connecting offshore wind to the grid.

“It signals the return of topside
work to a UK yard after a gap of
several years”
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Supporting supply chains in the North East
Our team in Manchester was instrumental in
developing our modular offshore platform – the
Offshore Transformer Module (OTM®) – this is the
bit of kit that sits out at sea and moves the power
generated from the wind turbine back to land and into
the grid.

“While there is still a long road
ahead, one thing remains true: it’s
an incredibly exciting and important
moment for offshore wind in the UK”

This is the brains of the wind farm development and
on our latest project, Moray West, we’re really proud
that through our partnership with lemants, assembly
and fit-out of the OTM will come back to the North
East, creating jobs and helping to get the project
towards the 60 per cent local UK content outlined in
the Government’s Offshore Wind Sector Deal.
The assembly and fit-out of the OTMs will take
place at the Smulders Projects UK yard, in Wallsend.
This is great news for UK fabrication, for it signals
the return of topside work to a UK yard after a gap of
several years.
Most importantly, the Moray West project will also
lead to further North East supply chain companies
being involved in the project in the near future.

“We’re really proud that through
our partnership with lemants,
assembly and fit-out of an offshore
transformer module for the Moray
West development will take place in
Wallsend

And the next round of projects are about to get the
go-ahead, following the opening of the Government’s
Contracts for Difference auction scheme in December.
With decisions due to be made in the spring, there’s
already good news that these projects will not only
provide clean electricity, but in turn provide a huge
economic boost across the country and more locally
within the North East.
With a target that 60 per cent of the contracts for

are seeing the impact of offshore wind projects and
renewable energy.
Job prosperity and growth is also having a ripple
effect across our supply chains too.

Pictured is an
offshore transformer
module for the
Moray East project.
Siemens Energy is
supporting work to
create another such
superstructure for
the sister Moray
West scheme
Picture: Siemens
Energy

Led by our transmission team, based in Manchester,
which is well renowned as a centre of competence
in this area, the increase in offshore wind projects
has led to a real drive in job creation for the North
West business, with at least 50 vacancies at all levels
currently available.
But it’s not just within Siemens Energy that we

Future demand
With a strong record in delivering several highly
successful renewable and transmission projects across
the UK, including a number most recently in Scotland,
where we’ve spent around £200 million with local
suppliers in the last five years alone, we’re excited
about the next set of projects to be developed.

Pictured, Mark
Pilling, vice
president for high
voltage grids at
Siemens Energy UK
& Ireland
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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.

As the UK steps up to building a secure homegrown
renewable energy sector, reducing its reliance on fossil
fuels and exposure to volatility in global wholesale
energy prices, the capacity for using clean, domestic
offshore wind to power the country is only set to
accelerate in the next decade.
But we can’t stand still; we need to innovate and
in the future, we’re looking at how we can work with
developers to take offshore wind to the next level
through the creation of green hydrogen directly from
wind farms.
Importantly, such projects will play a significant role
in helping reach the Government’s ambitious target of
40GW for offshore wind power in the next decade.
But while there is still a long road ahead, one thing
remains true: it’s an incredibly exciting and important
moment for offshore wind in the UK.
And we at Siemens Energy are very proud to be
on that journey, playing our part in decarbonising
the world around us and ensuring a more sustainable
future for all.
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Cyberattacks identified as UK’s top concern
in latest Aon Client Study

Joanne Corbidge,
client management director

Leading global professional services firm Aon has announced the results of its
2021 Global Risk Management Survey, which gathers input from thousands of
risk managers across 60 countries and 16 industries every two years, to identify
key risks and challenges faced by organisations.

Shaun Reynolds,
client management director

www.aon.com/unitedkingdom
@Aon_plc

4With cyber risk topping the list as the number
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THE PAST TWO YEARS HAVE PROVED INCREDIBLY
volatile, with the global COVID-19 pandemic having
had a ripple effect across other types of risk, such as
heightened awareness of reputation and cyber, as longtail risks have become increasingly important to manage.
The 2021 edition of Aon’s Global Risk Management
Survey spoke to more than 2300 respondents in 60
countries and territories across 16 industries, at both
public and private companies.
With more emphasis and reliance on technology,
cyber risk topped the list as the number one current and
predicted future risk globally, its highest ranking since
the survey’s inception.
Cyber was also cited in the top ten risks across each
region, industry and respondent type.
In the UK, risk around cyberattacks topped the list.

“Historically, risk managers and insurers have learned
and made decisions by analysing data from loss events
as they have occurred,” says Dan Hopkinson, head of
Aon North East and Cumbria.
“But this approach must evolve in order to proactively
manage emerging exposures, such as complex supply
chains; we can’t rely solely on the past to inform future

The top ten risks also strongly reflect the current
landscape, namely COVID-19 and its impact on
organisations.
Against a backdrop of challenging market conditions,
this is testing the ability of firms to manage volatility and
make better decisions, and organisations are shifting
their focus from event-based to impact-based risk
assessments.
For example, business interruption was once seen
as a linear risk, but the pandemic has demonstrated
how it can affect multiple industries and companies
simultaneously and globally.
Exacerbated by COVID-19, and highlighting the
interconnectivity of risk, the top ten UK risks, according
to the 2021 Global Risk Management Survey, are:
•
Cyberattack/data breach
•
Business interruption

risks.
“Several of the top risks identified in this year’s survey
highlight four key areas of client need we’ve identified,
particularly unmet needs in the form of long-tail risks
that are no longer on the horizon.”
He adds: “Those risks are on our doorstep.
“There is an increasing realisation of the need to
address these ‘known unknowns.’
“As we face unprecedented events, the challenge will
be how to best develop solutions to properly prepare
and manage through them.”
The report highlights the top ten risks by industry and
region, as well as risk readiness, associated losses and
mitigation actions.
In addition, the report includes the predicted top ten
risks across the next three years and Aon’s analysis of
underrated risks.

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Damage to reputation/brand
Failure to innovate/meet customer needs
Economic slowdown/slow recovery
Failure to attract or retain top talent
Supply chain or distribution failure
Climate change
Pandemic risk/health crises
Regulatory/legislative changes

one current and predicted future risk in the UK,
here, Joanne Corbidge and Shaun Reynolds, both
client management directors in Aon’s Newcastle
office, share their cyber advice.
Joanne says: “The working environment has
changed dramatically over the past two years, with
employees increasingly working from home, which
is expected to continue with many businesses
choosing to create a hybrid option going forward.
“With increased digitisation of the working
environment, cyber security risks have increased.
“In March 2020, the management of employees
working from home was focused on equipment
and the physical ability to work from home.
“However, with this increased digitization, the
need to focus on the security of your business has
increased.
“It is essential businesses consider maturing
cybersecurity controls, such as multi-factor
authentication, for all users and systems.
“Insurers have provided evidence that such
controls reduce the impact and likelihood of a
cyber event.
“However, it is important to note insurers will
require evidence of controls as a prerequisite to
cover.
“I advise all businesses to take action
immediately and not to wait until their renewal
before addressing this issue.”
Using a recent cyberattack as a case study,
Shaun says too many firms are still not aware of
the magnitude of dangers presented by online
threats.

He says: “There are still a significant number of
companies that do not believe a cyberattack will
happen to them and, as a result, do not take out the
necessary insurance cover.
“I recently dealt with an organisation – a small,
family-run business, with a turnover of £2.5 million
per year – following a cyber ransomware attack.
“The hack penetrated its systems then lay
dormant for 12 months.
“On day 365, the ransomware attack was
triggered. It was designed to ensure the client’s IT
backups were all infected too, preventing deletion
and the inability to reload operations systems and
data.
“For weeks, the organisation had no IT systems,
and all tasks needed to be completed manually.
“The existing trade debt was lost with no means
to trace debtors; it was estimated they lost 65 per
cent of their business as they couldn’t fulfil orders.
“For months thereafter, the business operated on
reduced capacity while the systems were rebuilt.
“In addition, it was necessary to totally rebuild
its IT system and re-input 30 years’ of valuable
business information.
“The business lost further money when it
attempted to negotiate and paid the hackers –
the hackers didn’t unlock the system, they just
demanded more money.”
He continues: “If the organisation had held cyber
insurance, the shortfall in trading would potentially
have been covered by the policy, as would the IT
repair.
“Although they were supported by Aon
throughout the issue, if cover was held, they
would also have had access to insurers, who are
experienced in dealing with hackers and have
the knowledge and expertise to know when to
negotiate.”
Shaun adds: “Organisations of all sizes need to
understand they are not immune to a cyberattack
and that it’s not only big companies that are
targeted.
“Mitigating cyberattacks, and having adequate
insurance cover, should be on every business
owner’s agenda.”

Aon
-

Aon has offices
in Newcastle and
Stockton, which
sit as part of the
company’s wider
global footprint
that covers 120
countries and
provides clients
with advice
and support to
protect and grow
their businesses.
For more
information on
how its North
East teams
can help you,
including how
to stay secure
online, contact
0191 220 3333 or
01642 062810.
Alternatively, visit
www.aon.com/
united kingdom
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Understanding the changing picture of
the commercial property market
As the Government prepares to introduce new legislation aimed at improving commercial
tenancy agreements following the pandemic, Paul Fairlamb, associate director in
youngsRPS’ commercial property department, looks at what the changes will mean.
www.youngsrps.com
@youngsrps

youngsRPS
-

If you would
like to discuss
arbitration
matters with
youngsRPS’ inhouse commercial
team, email
paul.fairlamb@
youngsrps.com
or call 0191 261
0300.

AS THE UK CONTINUES TO EMERGE FROM THE
pandemic and associated lockdowns, it has been
reported that 80 per cent of landlords and tenants
have reached agreements on how to deal with built up
arrears.
Another recent study, by Remit Consulting, showed
owners of commercial properties in the UK were owed
around £6.97 billion at the end of June 2021.
Here at youngsRPS, we have engaged with our
commercial tenants during the pandemic to support
them where possible, and reach negotiated agreements
where necessary.
On November 9 last year, the Government published
a revised code of practice on these issues.
As with previous advice, it encourages tenants, who
can pay rent, to do so in full.
Where this isn’t possible, it encourages both the
landlord and tenant to negotiate the waiving or
postponement of arrears.
The code applies to all rent arrears that have built up
as a result of the pandemic, even for businesses that
were not forced to close their premises.
The Government has also, at the same time,
introduced the COVID-19 Arbitration Bill, which lays
out new laws to deal with any remaining disputes over
commercial rent debt.
The key features of the new law are:
•A
 new, legally binding arbitration process from March
2022
• It will relate to rent debt accrued while businesses
were legally forced to close due to the pandemic
•T
 he ban on forfeiture based on rent arrears will
continue until March 2022
It will apply only to commercial rent, service charges
and insurance payments, and for debt accrued during
periods when the business concerned was forced to
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close due to the pandemic.
Businesses permitted to stay open throughout the
pandemic will not be covered by the arbitration process
if they chose to close for health or economic reasons.
The Government’s intention is for the new arbitration
scheme to be used as a last resort, where landlords and
tenants have been unable to resolve their dispute, and
where the code of practice has also failed to provide the
basis of an agreement.
The underlying principle of the scheme is that an
arbitration award should be aimed at preserving the
viability of the tenant’s business, as long as it is also
consistent with preserving the solvency of the landlord.
The parties will be free to continue negotiating after
the arbitration process has been commenced.
It is intended there will be a window of six months
from when the new legislation comes into force, during
which time parties can apply for arbitration.
Either party can apply to the arbitrator, who will
impose a legally binding agreement.
It is intended that the maximum timeframe to repay
the debt will be 24 months.
Both the property and legal professions have some
serious concerns about the bill as drafted, though,
particularly relating to the protection of third parties to
agreements such as guarantors.
It is hoped careful consultation with the Government
will help resolve these concerns and create a fair act.
In the meantime, forfeiture of any commercial lease
due to rent arrears will continue to be banned until
March 25, 2022, and this ban is not limited to premises
legally forced to close. However, with £6.97 billion of
commercial property rent arrears still unpaid across the
UK, there is a substantial amount of work to be done,
particularly where a landlord’s property is mortgaged
and they are not able to write off debt.
As ever, negotiation between parties is key to
amicable solutions.
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Meet the innovators taking a
fresh look at business growth
Businesses across North Tyneside, Northumberland and Newcastle are adopting
innovative new ways of working to accelerate growth and strengthen their operations in
the wake of COVID-19.
www.ntca-innovationrecoverygrant.co.uk
@NorthTyneCA

FROM ADAPTING THE BENEFITS OF DRONE
technology in the rural economy, to streamlining
internal processes and tackling environmental issues in
textiles, the North of Tyne Innovation Recovery Grant
is helping businesses from all sectors maximise their
growth potential.
Read on to meet some of the innovators that
are transforming how they work and bringing their
customers and industries along for the journey.
Drone Ag
Having already established a business delivering
aerial crop scouting, spraying and mapping using
drones and smart data analytics, Drone Ag is adapting
the use of its technology to support the agricultural
sector’s drive to innovate in carbon capture and
environmental land management.
The pressure is on farmers and landowners to source
new energy efficient alternatives to driving miles in
diesel-powered tractors.
They also need to be able to learn from intelligent
data streams about the real-time health of their soil.
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Drone Ag has taken its experience and is using
a North of Tyne Innovation Recovery Grant to
deliver a commercially viable prototype for a more
technologically advanced drone to carry the equipment
needed to extract and return soil samples.
Jack Wrangham, Drone Ag founder, says: “The rural
economy is at the very heart of all we do.
“Our team live and work in rural Northumberland.
“We understand the issues facing our people and
place and have developed our technology to ensure we
can effectively take on challenges from soil quality to
better land management and food security.”
The ambitious team is also fundraising elsewhere to
support the rapid scale potential of the prototype once
fully commercial.
The innovation is projected to create six new jobs in
the North of Tyne area.
Damien Cronin Ltd
Providing bespoke joinery products, shopfitting
and facilities management from its factory on North
Tyne Industrial Estate, Damien Cronin Ltd is one
of the region’s largest in-house specialist joinery
manufacturing facilities.
Its contracts span the residential and commercial
space alongside high-profile global clients, which
include Warner Brothers, in Japan.
With ambitious growth plans, the company
recognised a risk in fragmented internal processes
and accessed a North of Tyne Innovation Recovery
Grant to streamline systems throughout the design,
manufacture and build processes.
Sean Cronin says: “As we grew and expanded in both
national and global markets, we became increasingly
aware our internal processes lacked the ability to work
seamlessly together to maintain and improve customer

service and satisfaction.
“Working without a single tracking system meant
multiple systems had to be accessed to track orders.
“This was inefficient and created the potential for
errors and delays to occur.”
To tackle the problem, the firm commissioned Select
Information Systems, of North Shields, to develop a
bespoke system to track the progress of orders around
the factory and their shipment to clients.
Utilising QR codes to capture the build sequence of
items ensures on-site joiners have clear re-assembly
instructions, negating the need for designers or bench
joiners to travel to client sites to manage the rebuild of
flat pack furniture.
The tracking system also ensures damaged or
missing parts are easily identified with replacement
parts made and shipped efficiently.
Ink Café Colours
Demand for sustainable inks has scaled rapidly in
recent years, with the textile industry coming under
environmental scrutiny.
Killingworth’s Ink Café Colours is ambitious in its
plans to be one of the leaders of change.
Supplying manufacturers globally, Ink Café Colours
is all too aware of the growing consumer concerns
surrounding sustainability practice in the textiles
industry and every facet of the supply chain.
It has accessed a North of Tyne Innovation Recovery
Grant to help integrate sustainable inks in the flatbed
printing process for its direct-to-garment inks.
David Tubman, technical director, says: “Ensuring
what we produce lives up to industry-led Blue Sign
sustainability practices is important to ensuring we
stay ahead of the market and produce quality, mindful
products for our customers.
“The North of Tyne Innovation Recovery Grant has

allowed us to invest in state-of-the-art machinery and
adaptive components to use our green ink solutions on
recycled and sustainable textiles with the high-quality
results we’re known for.”
With the new machine in place, Ink Café Colours can
now sell its sustainable ink product range to customers
confident in the knowledge its solutions will work and
it is also able to advise new ink adopters on how best to
integrate the inks to their own production processes.
The project is expected to create at least two new
jobs in the North of Tyne area.
The North of Tyne Innovation Recovery Grant is part
of the North of Tyne Combined Authority’s package
of support to businesses dealing with the impact of
COVID-19.
It is designed to enable a green and sustainable
recovery by funding projects that have potential to
safeguard and create new jobs, build a more inclusive
economy and contribute towards the net-zero agenda.
The project is working with more than 100
businesses to provide grant funding in support of
innovation projects totalling between £10,000 and
£20,000.
With 50 per cent of costs covered, grants between
£5000 and £10,000 are available.
Councillor Carl Johnson, North of Tyne Combined
Authority cabinet member for investment and
resources, adds: “We launched the Innovation Recovery
Grant to invest in long-term sustainable growth for our
business community and to stimulate good jobs.
“To have supported more than 100 businesses so
far demonstrates the depth and breadth of innovation
and creativity in a wide variety of sectors, with some
inspirational projects being delivered.”
The project is delivered by experienced grant fund
managers NBSL, in partnership with innovation support
specialists Innovation SuperNetwork.

North of Tyne
Combined
Authority
-

The North of
Tyne Combined
Authority is
a partnership
of three local
authorities Newcastle, North
Tyneside and
Northumberland
- and is headed
by mayor Jamie
Driscoll.
The North of
Tyne Innovation
Recovery Grant
is part of the
combined
authority’s
package of
support to
businesses
dealing with
the impact of
COVID-19. It
is designed to
enable a green
and sustainable
recovery
by funding
projects that
have potential
to safeguard
and create new
jobs, build a
more inclusive
economy and
contribute
towards the netzero agenda.
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Sharing a Common goal to inspire the next generation
Liz Mayes is chief executive of The Common Room, the charity that runs Newcastle’s grade-II* listed Neville
Hall and uses its unique heritage to inspire the next generation of innovators and engineers. Liz joined the
project in September 2017, following a 15-year career as the voice of business with membership groups
CBI and Make UK (formerly EEF). Having spent her career understanding the nuts and bolts of North East
industry, the challenge of supporting more young people to choose careers in engineering and STEM
became a personal mission for Liz, who is an economist by background. For her, the £8.9 million project
to restore Neville Hall and refocus its activities on current North East industry was a once-in-a-career
opportunity to leave a legacy. Here, Liz talks about her professional journey to date, and reveals her future
plans for The Common Room.
liz.mayes@thecommonroom.org.uk
www.thecommonroom.org.uk
@TheCommonRoomGN

WHAT WAS YOUR FIRST BREAK IN BUSINESS?
I’ve been fortunate to have met some incredible
leaders, in industry and politics.
It started with my first job out of university, when
I travelled around the East Midlands talking to small
business owners about barriers to growth. I found that
fascinating, and it led me to my role at CBI.
I would say the break was landing a job in my early
twenties that gave me such close links with senior
business leaders.
It taught me a lot about what good leadership looks
like but also that in this region there is a genuine
passion and drive to see businesses do well, employ
people and have a positive impact.
What has been your career highlight to date?
Getting the keys to Neville Hall in January last year.
There is such pride in working on a heritage building
and standing on the shoulders of giants.
After the challenges we faced in 2020, we weren’t
sure we’d be able to finish the project.
So getting the keys and turning it into a vibrant hub
for the region is a real career highlight.
What has been your biggest challenge in business?
I would say we’re still in the midst of our biggest
challenge. Our project has always had an element of
risk, as all the reserves were used up getting it started.
When we transferred the assets from the Mining
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The Common
Room was
established in
2017 to manage
the assets
and lead the
redevelopment
of The Mining
Institute. It is
backed by the
National Lottery
Heritage Fund,
which awarded
the project
£5 million to
boost its work in
supporting the
region’s economy
and nurturing the
next generation
of innovators and
engineers.

Institute to The Common Room, all the reserves of our
charity were tied up in the value of the building, leaving
us with limited cash to underpin our operations.
Thankfully, the ongoing support of our main funder,
National Lottery Heritage Fund, and loan funders the
North East Local Enterprise Partnership and Newcastle
City Council has enabled us to continue to operate
through the uncertainty of COVID-19.
Our ultimate aim is to have a self-sufficient business
model, where we’re not reliant on grant funding to run
the place, and have a healthy conference and event
business with our café bar 5 | Quarter supporting the
needs of our charity.
We’re not quite there yet, but initial figures are
looking promising and feedback from customers and
visitors has been really positive.
Tell us about The Common Room, and your short and
long-term plans?
As a charity, The Common Room is focused on using
our amazing building, it’s archive and collection, our
industry links and our accessible location to tell the
stories of North East innovation to young people.
We want to inspire them about skills in engineering
and STEM, and to meet a diverse range of role models
in the city centre.
We also want business to use the building as a hub
for meetings, celebrations and events, so visitors can
understand what’s happening on their doorstep and see

it’s available to them. It’s all for the common good.
This year, we’re working on our Face of Engineering
conference, to bring diverse engineering role models in
to meet young people, business leaders and the public
to inspire and engage.
And we’re also working on our summer festival plans,
as the building turns 150 years old in 2022.
Longer term, we want to raise awareness of The
Common Room and find more innovative ways to have
a real impact on the aspirations and opportunities for
young people in the North East.

happiness,’ and within this, ‘we enable our staff to lead
fulfilling lives’.
That’s what I try and do.
I love the quote by Glennon Doyle, “what if the
call of motherhood is not to be a martyr but to
be a model”, so I accept that my work life is all
encompassing at times, but it’s important to be a good
model for my two girls (12 and nine) and equally that
I cannot be a martyr to the role at the expense of my
family and my own wellbeing.
I don’t know if balance is the right word, but am I
happy with my life? Yes.

How do you motivate your team?
Our team are motivated by our mission.
We will never compete with other sectors on salaries
and benefits – much as I’d love for us to be able to – so
the benefits of working for us lie in the mission and in
the flexibility we offer the team.
We have an open and honest culture, which is
reflected in how we treat and respect each other, and
the fun we have along the way.
Who or what inspires you?
I find inspiration everywhere; my current go-to for
inspiration is Glennon Doyle, and her book Untamed.
It inspired me so much that I read it twice, going
through and writing out quotes the second time. It’s so
good.
I also love Brene Brown; her new book Atlas of the
Heart is next on my reading list.
I feel like there are a wealth of writers out there
speaking to my generation of women to empower and
support our journeys in leadership.
But really, on a day-to-day level, it’s the people I
spend my time with that inspire me the most – all of
those on my team at The Common Room, but also my
friends and family.
Everyone has a story to tell, or something they’ve had
to overcome, and that provides inspiration every day.
How do you achieve a good work/life balance?
We pondered this term when we looked at our
organisational values at The Common Room and
decided work/life was a dated distinction.
So, one of our organisational values is, ‘we value
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Vegan-nin’ canny
Piers Morgan doesn’t like to be told he isn’t anything but correct. So when sales
of Greggs’ vegan sausage roll skyrocketed – after the former GMB presenter
tweeted his disdain for such a product – you can only imagine his fury. The incident
provided a snapshot into the ever-growing UK vegan market, which is only primed
to expand further this year as more operators across the food spectrum make
their respective plays. Here, Colin Young looks at the changing landscape and why
going meat-free is no longer the preserve of the small minority.

Report

A dramatically
changing food
landscape
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There was a time when the world’s
largest fast-food giants were perceived
as the enemy by vegans, vegetarians and
animal rights campaigners.
Now, though, vegans and big business
are working side-by-side to cope with
the phenomenal demand for one of the
fastest-growing markets that is designed
to help save the planet.
In March last year, Burger King UK
chief executive Alasdair Murdoch
announced that at least half of the chain’s
menu would include plant-based options
by 2031.

Words by Colin Young

Backing up his pledge early last
month, the firm unveiled vegan nuggets,
made from soy and plant proteins, after
successful certification from the Vegan
Society.
Across the country, the UK’s meatfree market grew from £559 million in
2016 to £658 million last year, as vegan
and vegetarian options increased on
supermarket shelves.
Here, Colin Young looks at the
explosion of plant-based foods and their
impact on businesses across the North
East.

4Of all the stats confirming the
incredible rise in veganism in the UK over
the last four years, nothing surely beats
this one from Waterstones…
The retailer revealed in November 2020
there were more than 10,000 books on its
shelves that included the word ‘vegan’ in
the title – compared to just 944 in August
2018.
Walk into any chain restaurant or
high street fast-food outlet and not only
are vegan choices guaranteed to be
included on their menus now, but they
are constantly developing and increasing
as the vegan range blends into the
mainstream.
Healthy and environmentally-friendly
veganism may be, but taste and texture
are all-important to new converts too.

Veganism is no longer perceived as
a weird lifestyle choice; the food has
evolved into a different stratosphere from
the stuffed pepper. It is becoming the
norm. And supermarkets and big business
have not been slow to adapt to change
and start cashing in.
And who can blame them? The
Waterstones stat is just the tip of the
plant-free iceberg.
In May last year, a survey by The
Vegan Society revealed a quarter of the
population had reduced the amount of
animal products they were consuming
since the start of the pandemic, with one
in five saying they had cut the amount of
meat they eat and 12 per cent lowering
their eggs and dairy intake.
Last month, The Goodness Project
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predicted more than half a million people
would sign up for the annual Veganuary
campaign – double the amount who
registered three years ago – and it
expects to see the many participants
make changes to their diet, even if they
don’t become a permanent choice for life
just yet.
After Veganuary 2021, 85 per cent of
those who took part said they planned
to at least halve their intake of animal
products after their January efforts while,
before participating, 30 per cent said they
planned to stay vegan at the end of their
pledge.
However, after taking part, that number
increased by ten per cent – and the
number one reason people decided to
stay vegan was that they believed it had
been easier than they had expected.
In Mintel’s study of 1040 British
adults last year, the largest number of
respondents (49 per cent) cited health
reasons for their choice to switch from
meat to plant-based foods, with concern
over animal welfare (51 per cent) and
concern for the environment (31 per cent)
other factors.
The Vegan Society cites numerous
factors in this rise in the popularity of its
long-held beliefs, which is reflected on
so many supermarket shelves, as well as
bookshelves across the country – and
the increasing number of vegan-inspired
start-ups.
The availability of vegan ready meals in
UK supermarkets increased by 92 per cent
between 2018 and 2021, it says, while Aldi
(175 per cent), Tesco (103 per cent), Co-op
and Morrisons (both 60 per cent) greatly
increased their plant-based ranges.
“The positive portrayal of veganism in
the media has contributed to its changing
image,” a Vegan Society spokesperson
tells North East Times.
“Documentaries on the shocking
realities of animal agriculture have
gained prominence, peaceful activists
are educating the public about veganism
on the streets and in schools, and
supermarkets and restaurants have
launched convenient, tasty vegan food
options.
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“Delicious vegan recipes have
multiplied online and on social media, as
society becomes increasingly healthconscious and top vegan influencers,
celebrities and athletes keep proving that
you can be fit and healthy on a plantbased diet.”
North East bakery giant Greggs was the
first to recognise the emergence of the
vegan revolution three years ago.
After years of extensive research
into the benefits of reaching out to an
unfamiliar customer base, it unveiled the
vegan sausage roll in 950 of its stores in
January 2019 to cash in on Veganuary,
extending it to more than 1200 outlets
shortly afterwards.
The launch of the vegan sausage roll
was one of the greatest of recent times,
transforming Greggs into a truly national
name and brand almost overnight,
and bringing the concept of a vegan
alternative to one of the country’s greatest
convenience products – the Greggs
sausage roll – and proving it would sell.
The company’s sales rose by 14.73 per
cent to £546 million that year, exceeding
all expectations for a board that had
pored over the research and data backing
the brave decision to dip into the vegan
market.
Its success, and Greggs’ growth, came
from unexpected sources.
The Quorn-based sausage roll provoked
a furious reaction from Piers Morgan –
without him actually tasting it, of course
– instantly proving the age-old edict
that any publicity, good or bad, is good
publicity – even on Twitter.
“Nobody was waiting for a vegan
bloody sausage, you PC-ravaged clowns,”
he tweeted.
Morgan’s meaty meltdown only
boosted sales, however, to the delight
of Greggs’ bosses. With the company’s
social media team engaging in a feisty
online debate with Morgan, and his
seven millions followers, there was even
a theory that the former GMB presenter
was part of their savvy PR campaign.
Although the sales were
unprecedented, and much higher than the
company could have predicted, the vegan

Sustainability

Report

Tess Kelly
Sustainable development manager
Quorn Foods
“We have a legacy of standing
for positive change in the way we
produce food and how we consume
it.
“And we are proud to continue to
be a leading part of the movement
for healthier and more sustainable
diets through the research we
invest in, the partnerships we
build and, of course, the delicious
products we make.”
Veganism – the changing market
Facts and figures
• B
 etween September 2020 and
September 2021, sales of plantbased fish hit £5.1 million in the
UK, up from £2 million in 2017
• B
 etween August 2020 and
August 2021, sales of oat milk
grew 49.9 per cent to
£146.8 million
• In June 2021, one in five ready
meals were plant-based or
vegetarian
• B
 etween November 2020 and
November 2021, Deliveroo
reported a 105 per cent surge in
orders of entirely vegan dishes
• M
 ore than 250 new vegan menus
were added to chain restaurants
for Veganuary 2021
• In 2019, nearly one in four
products launched in the UK
carried a vegan claim. In 2018,
this figure was one in six

sausage roll was launched after extensive
research and a petition, signed by more
than 200,000 vegans two years previously,
which had called for Greggs to look into
alternative products for them.
The decision to tamper with one of the
UK’s top-selling fast-food items was brave
and brilliant.
The success of its first vegan roll has led
to further developments, with the baker
dabbling in alternatives to its best-sellers
during and after the Veganuary campaigns
– adding a festive bake last Christmas,
an alternative steak bake and a vegan
sausage bean and cheeze melt last year,
the latter named with a ‘z’ to reflect its
dairy-free cheese.
It has also forced chief executive Roger
Whiteside to change his own diet, just like
a quarter of the population, who say they
have reduced their meat intake since the
start of the pandemic.
“Obviously, there are arguments
based around animal welfare and the
environment,” says Roger.
“But this was all about the health
benefits and I thought I should give it a go.
“Avoiding meat is easy. The problem is

avoiding dairy; avoiding milk and cheese is
almost impossible.
“It would be OK if I had time to cook,
but I don’t, so I have to have things that
are quick and easy.”
Billingham-based Quorn Foods has
played an integral part in Greggs’ nonmeat success and its products are widely
listed in major retailers across the globe.
It has also now extended to the menus
of KFC and Pizza Express.
Quorn, which is among Liverpool
Football Club’s main sponsors, has already
served more than eight billion meals
since its launch in the 1980s, and last year
announced a bold new ambition to be
a net-positive business and serve eight
billion meals a year worldwide by 2030 –
one for every person on the planet.
The company’s sustainable
development manager Tess Kelly says:
“Change is exciting and brings new
experiences and opportunities into our
lives.
“Change is also absolutely essential for
us to meet the global challenges we face.
“However, change can also be hard and
sometimes a little daunting – especially

when it comes to our food choices
and dietary habits – which is why food
companies who help change to happen
in a positive way can really make the
difference on a much larger scale across
society by becoming experts in the
science of behaviour.”
The stats show this is just the beginning
of the story.
The number of vegans in Britain had
already quadrupled between 2014 and
2019 and a recent report by Sainsbury’s
has predicted that by 2025, out of all
UK consumers, vegans and vegetarians
would make up a quarter of the British
population, and flexitarians, who switch
between plant-based foods and meatbased, would make up just under half.
The explosive growth of veganism –
566 new products were launched for last
year’s Veganuary – is only set to continue.
Last year, a Bloomberg report predicted
the global plant-based alternatives market
could grow to $162 billion in the next
decade, from $29.4 billion in 2020.
If it does, you can expect to see a few
more vegan-focused books on the shelves
of your favourite bookshop…
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Hundreds of jobs have been saved at Heather Mills’ plant-based VBites’
factory in Peterlee, east Durham, thanks to a multi-million-pound investment
from a German food giant. The family-owned Pfeifer & Langen has bought a
25.1 per cent minority stake in the business for an undisclosed sum, in moves
which will see the Peterlee site reopen with 320 jobs and a major scale-up,
after it was mothballed due to the pandemic. Heather had bought the former
Walkers crisp factory in 2018, with the aim of turning the North East into the
‘plant-based valley’, starting her quest by reopening the factory and moving
production of the increasingly popular and expanding VBites range to the
region. Those ambitions were put on hold thanks to COVID-19 but now, as
conversion to veganism continues to gather astonishing pace across the
globe, thanks to the new investment, VBites is ready to lead from the front
again. Here, the company’s renowned founder tells Colin Young about the
hurdles she has faced securing the deal – and throughout her life – and why
the region can still play a leading role in the vegan revolution.

4Veganism. Vegetarianism. Vindication.
It has been a V-good last few months
for VBites. And Peterlee.
For almost 30 years, since setting up
her first company, Washington-born
entrepreneur and activist Heather Mills
has been extolling the virtues of the
vegan diet; predicting back then of the
devastating impact on our health, animal
welfare and the environment unless our
obsession with meat was discontinued.
She set up VBites in 2009 and now her
plant-based products are embraced by
big business – once the sworn enemy of
the animal and fish-free eating movement.
Today, Morrisons, Dominos, Ocado,
Spinneys, Applewood and Greencore are
all supplied from its factories in Benton
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and Corby, in Northamptonshire, and
the company exports to more than 20
countries too.
The plan, when she saved the former
Walkers factory in Peterlee four years
ago, was to make the site the hub of the
UK’s plant-based food sector and upscale
the 130-plus meat, fish and dairy-free
alternatives, which have won more than
80 international taste awards.
Ironically, as the explosion in veganism’s
popularity became increasingly visible on
our supermarket shelves, during and after
the 2020 lockdowns, VBites’ conveyor
belts were static and the factory silent.
It led to the loss of a game-changing
contract with Burger King to supply
plant-based burgers (the fast-food chain

recently announced it expects half its
menu to be plant-based by 2031.)
“We would probably be the biggest
in the world if we’d had support and the
government in the North East listened
more to visionaries.
“Because of the lack of that support,
though, I had to go to Europe to keep the
factories alive.”
Heather had promised to bring jobs
to the North East, empowered by the
ambition to give something back to an
area blighted by mass unemployment
when she was growing up, and stop
towns like Peterlee heading down the
same perilous path.
She refused to give up. No surprise
there.

After months of negotiations and
frustrations – “I was told a million times
to just sell Peterlee, but I couldn’t” – she
secured investment from the Colognebased Pfeifer & Langen, a family-owned
business with a $4 billion turnover, more
than 15,000 employees, and Monster
Munch, Hula Hoops and KP Foods among
its repertoire.
Its new food division has acquired a
stake in VBites to use its experience in
mass-scaling food production in the North
East factories, and accelerate the growth
of VBites’ cheeses and fish-free products.
There are also plans to develop and
increase its innovative range of plant
protein products, including faba, quinoa,
chickpea, soy and algae, due to now

obvious demand across this growing
market.
And with the former Coty factory
in Seaton Delaval – purchased in 2019
– now being used to manufacture PPE
for the NHS, attention is focused on
concentrating on the food production at
the County Durham base.
Vindication, Heather?
“We were called the vegan, hippy
nutters when we set up,” she says.
“And it’s been a rollercoaster ever since.
“Obviously, everyone gets into
veganism and plant-based foods for
different reasons but for me it was just
survival.
“I was in hospital for five months after
my road accident and they just kept
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chopping more and more of my leg off.
“I’d also suffered a fractured skull,
crushed pelvis, a few broken ribs and a
punctured lung.
“But when they got close to my knee, I
was like – ‘I just cannot lose my knee’ – I
had to do something.
“A girlfriend I hadn’t seen for a few
years, who’d been suffering from breast
cancer, had discovered a place in West
Palm Beach, in Florida, and gone extreme
vegan – which is everything raw and not
something, raised in England, I’d want to
try here.
“The hospitals saved my life but by then
I’d had four blood transfusions to survive,
been pumped with every antibiotic going
and nothing they tried would heal my leg.
“So, after five months I discharged
myself, she took me to this place in
Florida and within two weeks, on all these
wheat grass juices and sprouted foods,
my leg closed and healed.”
Heather stuck with the diet for a
couple of years and wrote books on her
inspirational recovery, but she struggled
to maintain the strict raw diet when she
returned to the UK.
“Up north, middle of winter?” she
recalls.
“Living off sprouted food was really
difficult and really boring and as I started
to get my social life back, and go to
restaurants, there was nothing other than
roast vegetables or sorbets.
“I was sick of vegetables, they were
coming out of my ears.”
Heather started experimenting at
home - “rehydrating, fermenting, messing
around; I’ve always been fascinated
by food” - and launched VBites with a
range of vegan fish steaks and cheeses,
clinching a deal with McDonalds in 2003.
Her company was building a new
factory in Austria to head off predicted
post-Brexit issues with distribution
across mainland Europe, when she got
the call that Walkers had closed its

Peterlee operation.
“I just thought I had to do something,”
she says.
“So I risked everything.
“I thought, ‘once everyone cottons on
and realises plant-based is the future and
what’s going on, then we will need big
factories because the corporates in the
meat, fish and dairy industries are the
slowest to catch on and their weakness
will be manufacturing in 100 per cent
plant-based facilities’.”
Convincing local investors to back her
plan to put the North East on the vegan
map has not been straightforward and
Heather is critical of local authorities,
without naming names.
“We ran into so many problems,” she
says.
“There is so much innovation,
technology and brilliance among people
in the North East and yet you get this
small minority of pen-pushers who don’t
understand and live in the olden days.
“It reminds me of the coal mining era –
stress, tunnel vision and no foresight. It is
frustrating.
“We were pushed to the point where
we had to take investment from Europe
and I am delighted we found a family
business, and it is stratospheric for us.
“If we are going to compete with
Unilever, Upfield and everyone else, I
need a big player by my side to guide me
with the scaling-up and steadying of the
ship.
“But they need a little pirate ship like
me that will grab the little hanging fruit,
create opportunities, know where the
market is going and be ten steps ahead of
the corporates.
“We are scaling up like mad in Peterlee
now and we will use the factories here
for UK, America, the Middle East and
Australia and use our two factories in
Austria and Germany for Europe.
“I could see Brexit was going to be an
issue for some time to come with parts,
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“OBVIOUSLY, EVERYONE
GETS INTO VEGANISM
AND PLANT-BASED
FOODS FOR DIFFERENT
REASONS BUT FOR ME
IT WAS JUST SURVIVAL”

machinery, distribution, all sorts, so that
was another reason to partner with a
European company.”
Pfeifer & Langen also has more than
20,000 ethical farms across the continent
and the plan is to adapt its technology
to grow produce that can be turned
into protein isolates to manufacture and
introduce across the region.
Heather says: “We are looking to create
as much industry and local procurement
as possible within each country we are
manufacturing for, so in the North East we
are already procuring local oats for oat
seed and rape seed for cheeses.”
After 30 years of offering solutions
and alternatives to the food industry, and
millions of consumers, you could forgive
Heather for refusing to believe this is just
the beginning for VBites.
Yet it is.
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It is certainly a rebirth for one of
Peterlee’s major employment centres –
with the guarantee the town will have a
place on the plant-based map forever.
She adds: “I mortgaged my house and
did everything to keep it alive and my
family said I was mad and should sell it.
“I was so close in absolute lockdown
and started to think, ‘maybe I am mad!?’
“I was offered a huge amount of
money, but I wanted to keep control, do
it properly.
“There was something in my gut and I
just thought, ‘no, I have to save these jobs
and do something’.
“That was when I started looking into
Europe with people who were more
innovative and understanding of the
possibilities than the financial institutions
and the Government in the UK.
“Even though Britain is the largest

plant-based community in the world, they
were useless.
“They kept saying, ‘let’s wait and see...’
“We are delighted to have found a
partner with 150-years of experience
that shares our values and ambition
and that specialises in large-scale food
manufacturing.
“Our output has doubled in the last year
and we have never been busier.
“They have put the investment in,
which has secured Peterlee long-term
and we can put that to bed. And that’s
massive.
“It is a huge factory and with the new
technology and what we’ve already done
you can pump out hundreds of tonnes
of cheese and we can add to that as we
expand.
“There is endless capacity in there.
“These are really exciting times.”
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Alison Gittins

Closing this month’s issue of North East Times, Alison Gittins, chief executive
of Durham Business Group, reflects on the challenges faced by the networking
and office-services organisation over the last two years, looks back on recent
40th anniversary celebrations and explains why it has much to look forward to.

4How have you and Durham Business Group got
through the last two years without being able to
physically meet due to the COVID-19 restrictions?
And how has the organisation adapted?
Durham Business Group brings together three areas
of activity: our virtual office company Durham Office
Services, based at Portland House in Belmont; senior
directors’ network The Executive Group; and Durham
Business Club, our popular networking organisation
that continues to be the group’s main focus.
To some extent, our spread of activities has
cushioned us, but the past two years are without
doubt the most challenging of my career.
We have faced unprecedented times, along with
many of our member businesses. I could never have
imagined a world without our regular face-to-face
events, held at member venues across the region.
Thankfully, our vice-chairman Graham Soult set
us up on a virtual platform called remo.co, which
dragged me into the virtual networking world.
These events successfully recreated the warmth
and value of our usual in-person meetings, and they
are still well received.
But, of course, nothing compares to face-to-face
networking, and that first evening back together
in September last year, enjoying fish and chips at
Beamish Museum after an 18-month absence, was
very special. It’s also been heartening to welcome
many new clients to our virtual telephone and mailing
services, enabling them to work smarter, and to
have many new start-ups setting up registered office
addresses with us.
Our meeting rooms are also getting busier again.

4Durham Business Group celebrated its 40th

Feature

anniversary recently. How did you mark the
occasion?
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Despite everything, we were determined to mark our
40th year, and certainly did that as we grasped the
opportunity to expand, rebuild and rebrand!
Portland House is the hub of our activity, and we

www.durhambusinessgroup.co.uk
@Durham_Business

are delighted to have now taken over the whole of
the building.
This would not have been possible without a
Business Recovery Grant from Durham County
Council and Business Durham, and the support of our
landlord and biggest champion Gurpreet Jagpal, of
Durham Group Estates.
We have created further offices in the new space
upstairs, which will be fully occupied when we
welcome our tenth tenant in April.
There are also hot desks that can be hired by
the day or for longer periods, as more and more
businesses embrace flexible working practices.
Our rebrand was unveiled to members and guests
at Durham County Cricket Club, in Chester-le-Street,
in November – a fitting location, as the club is one of
our longest-standing members.
Our new logo, designed by club member Sarah
Greenwell from Stick Marketing, is based on the
Rose Window at Durham Cathedral – another of
our established members – and we are very pleased
with it. We are still looking forward to celebrating
our anniversary properly, later this year, with a
black-tie dinner and awards ceremony that will be a
celebration of our fantastic Durham Business Group
community.

4What are the hopes and challenges for 2022?
County Durham’s bid for UK City of Culture 2025
status has brought renewed optimism to the area,
and it is a privilege to be part of the business
engagement group, which is actively encouraging
the business community to pledge support and back
the bid.
Securing this award for the county would bring
transformational social and economic benefits to the
North East as a whole. Like everyone, we’ve had to
work hard to navigate all that COVID-19 has thrown
at us, but there is much to look forward to: more inperson events, an exciting future for Portland House
and a rebrand that reflects not just where we’ve
come from, but also our positivity about the future.

The Last Word
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