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4To stand still is to fall behind.

As a phrase, it works perfectly to 

illustrate the starting point, in 2019, when 

we first discussed a new direction for 

North East Times. 

The print landscape has changed 

vastly over the past decade, with the 

ever-increasing presence of digital 

channels and communications shifting 

the environment.

And in such changing time, we knew 

we needed to evolve the region’s most 

established business publication if we 

were to continue raising the bar on 

regional print.

To do this, we commissioned a market 

research company to interview a cross-

section of engaged and non-engaged 

regionwide businesspeople. 

Perhaps naturally, weaknesses, as well 

as strengths, were highlighted, namely in 

how we work with clients and partners to 

maximise their return on investment.

In short, our account management was 

too simplistic, and our sales strategy was 

identified as transactional.

And with the world at an almighty halt, 

owing to the pandemic, we had time to 

really listen. And to take steps to make a 

change.

Right from launching in 2015, our 

strategy was to lead the approach to 

regional publishing and not be directed 

by a traditional publishing mindset and 

model – something I experienced early in 

my career working for other publishers. 

We set out to showcase the 

North East’s business successes and 

opportunities, embrace an omni-

channel strategy and maximise value for 

clients – all through bringing together a 

forward-thinking team that was ready to 

challenge the norm.

Historically, our client journey has 

often been routed in the ‘go-to’, a funnel 

approach, where clients ultimately 

In November 2020, the team embarked on a new 
editorial and commercial direction, shifting a model 
that had served North East Times for almost 40 
years. Here, Pete Mallon reflects on the changing 
nature of advertising, and how this publication has 
evolved to meet the altering landscape
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are shuffled from sales to editorial and 

marketing. 

Unknowingly, we had already fallen 

into the pattern of a traditional sales 

approach to selling advertising, where 

clients had several points of contact, but 

little evidence of value.

In the early days of the COVID-19 

pandemic, our monthly revenues were hit 

75 per cent overnight. 

The situation required real action. 

And we got to work immediately to 

deliver watershed change. 

We reviewed our processes with 

support from business advisors – 

shoutout to the Scaleup North East 

partners – and commenced on a journey 

to adapt across every part of the 

business. 

A key change was offering more value 

through focusing on ‘service’ – a flywheel 

model – where a dedicated account 

manager listens to a client’s objectives 

and then works with them to curate a 

bespoke marketing strategy through 

cross-channel promotion.

The account manager engages 

expertise from the team – business 

development, marketing, creative, 

editorial, digital, marketing, photography 

and film – but ultimately works hand-

in-hand with the client from A to Z, 

adopting a very client-focused approach.

Word-of-mouth marketing is one of 

the most powerful tactics, to not only 

deliver for clients, but also equip them to 

become advocates for your brand. 

With this approach, clients become 

intrinsic to the business, placing the 

customer in the centre of everything we 

do. 

And since the change, the number of 

referrals, new business and organisations 

looking to partner with North East Times 

has increased ten-fold. 

A standout observation from 

the research was that the business 

community feel a sense of ownership 

over the publication.

As result, we are championed for 

our successes and challenged on 

our shortfalls – rightly so, when the 

publication has been part of the North 

East business community for 40 years! 

And it only makes us more determined 

than ever to continue our evolution.

I’m always so keen to meet new people 

and hear about their exciting business 

journeys, so please feel free to get in 

touch!

We wouldn’t still be here without 

the unwavering encouragement of our 

partners, clients and readers, and we 

thank each and every one of you for your 

continued support.

Pete Mallon
Managing director

North East Times Magazine
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4To some extent, my role, and indeed 
that of this magazine, is to preach to the 
converted.

After all, the stories we tell in each 
edition – the domestic and international 
trailblazers, the market-transforming 
entrepreneurs, the game-changing 
technological developments – are really 
a continuation of what has gone before.

From the generations of pitmen, 
shipbuilders and steel workers that 
helped build the world, to the pioneers 
who spawned the rail revolution, the 
North East has quite the track record 
when it comes to standing at the 
vanguard of progress.

The scene today is no different, with 
our region at the forefront of digital 
change and the Government’s ‘green 
industrial revolution’, the latter thanks – 
in no small part – to headline-grabbing 
investments around vehicle battery 
production, offshore wind, hydrogen 
power and carbon capture and storage.

Ultimately, we’re good at what we 
do here, and we should never stop 
celebrating that fact.

Indeed, this magazine will never tire 
of championing our great businesses 
and individuals, for doing so fosters a 
progressive environment that in turn 
nurtures fresh breakthroughs, spurs 
more collaboration and inspires greater 
innovation.

Nevertheless, it’s always nice to 
highlight our region’s achievements to 
those from outside our parish.

And it’s even more gratifying when 
people, who, having lived elsewhere, 
have now chosen to call the North 
East home, their moves, to a very 
large degree, instigated by the area’s 
welcoming spirit and strong industrial 
prowess.

This edition features three such 
individuals.

They’ve all got different reasons for 
laying down roots in the region, but they 
come back to the same point: the North 
East is a place where talent is afforded 
the chance to shine, where originality 
flourishes, where good things happen.

For Pam Smith, the recently-
appointed chief executive of Newcastle 
City Council, it was the Great North Run 
that opened her eyes to such.

Greeted with open arms as she 
completed the famous half marathon, 
the Lancastrian never forgot the warmth 
that embraced her on the streets.

And, having made her love affair 
permanent at the beginning of January, 
switching to Newcastle from Stockport 
Metropolitan Borough Council, she’s 
now keen to repay the people that 
received her so affectionately with 
watershed economic, environmental 
and social change.

Like Pam, Tamsin Austin counts 
Stockport as part of her journey to 
the North East, having spent time as a 
youngster in the Greater Manchester 
borough.

And, as the new venue director at 

The Fire Station, in Sunderland, which 
has just undergone an £18 million 
transformation, the Northumbria 
University graduate is focused on 
making another mark on the cultural 
scene.

Having spent 17 years at Sage 
Gateshead, where, particularly during 
her early years, she worked hard 
to introduce the striking waterside 
attraction to artists and audiences alike, 
she is once more giving back to the 
region that drew her in all those years 
ago.

Leon McQuaid is another delivering a 
difference to his adopted home.

A son of Oakworth, in West Yorkshire, 
made famous by Jenny Agutter and 
fellow cast members of The Railway 
Children, he, like Tamsin, studied in the 
North East, graduating with a degree in 
mathematics from Newcastle University. 

And having chosen aviation over 
heritage rail, he is at the forefront of 
efforts to continually strengthen the 
North East’s global connectivity.

A fixture at Newcastle International 
Airport for a number of years, he was 
recently appointed the base’s head of 
aviation development.

And after two years of great 
uncertainty, he is now rolling out plans 
to help it take off again post-pandemic.

I hope you enjoy this issue.

Steven

We’re good at what we do in this region, and we justifiably 
celebrate our achievements. But, as Steven Hugill experienced this 
month, it’s always welcome too when others recognise the 
North East for the innovative and forward-thinking place it is…

editor’s WORD
WELCOME                 TO                  ISSUE                                           449
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Your curated guide to the latest news, views, trends 
and technologies shaping the economic and business
landscape of the North East.
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Business briefing

A pipe maker has unveiled plans to create 
a £300 million factory it says will create 
and support more than 2000 jobs.

SeAH Wind has agreed a deal to build 
the “world’s largest monopile plant for 
offshore wind turbines” at Teesworks, 
near Redcar.

Bosses say the factory – expected to 
be fully operational by 2026 – will create 
750 direct jobs and support a further 1500 
construction and supply chain posts.

They also say it will be capable of 
making up to 150 monopiles – large steel 
tubes that form turbine foundations – 
every year, with a number expected to 
be used on the North Sea-based Dogger 
Bank wind farm.

Tees Valley Mayor Ben Houchen 
[pictured below, left, with Redcar MP 
Jacob Young] said work on SeAH’s 
factory, which will sit alongside 
Teesworks’ under-development South 

Bank Quay, will begin in the summer.
He said: “This is another 

transformational project that places 
Teesside as the UK lead for clean, green 
manufacturing.

“Teesworks is quickly becoming a site 
of firsts – it’s the heart of the first UK 
freeport and we’re now the first area in 
the UK to be home to a monopile plant.”

Meanwhile, energy operator BP has 
submitted bids to the Government to fuel 
low-carbon developments at Teesworks, 
which is being created on former 
steelworks land.

If successful, it says the Net Zero 
Teesside Power venture – which aims to 
operate as the UK’s first fully integrated 
commercial-scale gas-fired power station 
with carbon capture prowess – and 
H2Teesside – earmarked to produce 
hydrogen from natural gas – would be 
eligible for Downing Street support.

£300 million turbine parts plant puts wind in Teesworks’ sails
Manufacturing Government move hands 

town fresh 200-job boost
Employment

Nearly 200 Government jobs are 
shifting to a North East town.

The Department for Digital, 
Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS) 
is relocating posts to Darlington.

Officials say the move will 
further end “the days of London-
centric decision-making”. 

The switch marks the latest 
Government expansion into 
Darlington, with the current 
regime having previously adopted 
the town as the headquarters for 
a new 750-job northern Treasury 
hub. It is also moving business and 
energy, international trade and 
‘levelling-up’ operations to the 
town, as well as Competition and 
Markets Authority and Office for 
National Statistics divisions, which 
it says will collectively deliver more 
than 1700 senior civil service roles.

Staff are working temporarily 
from a base in Darlington’s 
Feethams House, while a new 
permanent development, coined 
a Northern economic campus, is 
built on the town’s Central Park.

Referring to its DCMS move, a 
Government spokesperson said: 
“It’s an exciting time as we expand 
our regional offices and tap into a 
more diverse talent pool.”

Darlington is also home to 
hundreds of Department for 
Education workers, who switched 
from the town’s Mowden Hall to 
purpose-built offices in 2015.

Business
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Atom focused on float after £75 million raise
Finance

A mobile lender says it has taken a “fundamental next step” on its journey towards 
flotation after raising more than £75 million.

Atom Bank achieved the mark following new equity priced at 70p per share.
Bosses say the venture, led by investors BBVA and Toscafund, alongside co-investors 

Infinity Investment Partners, leaves the Durham-headquartered operator well placed to 
meet stock market expansion plans.

They also say it means the bank – which has no high street branches – has raised 
more than £115 million in the last 12 months.

Mark Mullen, chief executive, said: “Our investors are backing our continued growth, 
and this capital will allow us to build on the progress we have made.

“It is also a fundamental next step on our journey toward an initial public offering.”
He added the financial boost comes on the back of enduring market demand that has 

helped the bank deliver its first monthly operating profit.

Britishvolt gears up with 
£200 million drive
Manufacturing

A company behind 8000-job 
vehicle battery factory plans 
has launched a £200 million 
funding drive.

Britishvolt is working with 
BofA Securities, Citibank 
Global Markets and Peel Hunt 
to secure the next tranche 
of cash for its planned base 
at Cambois, near Blyth, 
Northumberland.

It says the injection – already 
bolstered by £40 million 
investment from existing 
partner Glencore – will help 
create a pilot plant to expand 
research and development 
work.

The firm’s factory, planned 
to open on the old Blyth power 
station site in 2024, has, say 
officials, the potential to 
create 3000 direct jobs and 
up to 5000 supply chain posts 
by making around 300,000 
batteries every year.

Its raise comes after 
Britishvolt secured £1.7 billion 
Government backing from the 
Downing Street Automotive 
Transformation Fund, and Kasra 
Pezeshki, the business’ chief 
investment officer, said interest 
in its venture is mounting daily. 

He said: “We are increasingly 
excited by the number 
of potential growth and 
investment opportunities.”

He added the company 
has signed four deals with 
manufacturers to supply 
power packs in 2024 and 2025, 
adding it is also talking to the 
Canadian Government about 
an expansion into the country.

It previously announced 
a partnership with Lotus to 
develop batteries for new 
electric sports cars.

4400-job business park plans 
ready for take-off
Development

Work to create a 4400-job airport 
business park will begin in weeks, it has 
been revealed.

Teesside International Airport says 
contractors are primed to start work on 
a £200 million distribution hub that will 
make the site “secure and profitable for 
years to come”.

The first phase of work on the 
1.9 million sq ft development – set for 
the base’s south side – will see four 
units erected and a new link road 
created. Subsequent plots, of between 
one and 200 acres, will be developed as 
businesses commit to the airport.

The update comes as the site 
prepares to host Teesside Airshow in 
June following a five-year hiatus.

Council reveals “incredible” 
£80 million cultural blueprint
Regeneration

Plans have been unveiled for an 
£80 million city centre entertainment 
complex. Sunderland City Council hopes 
to transform the ex-Crowtree Leisure 
Centre site into a recreational hub.

Spearheaded by a 10,000-capacity 
arena, the plans also include a food hall, 
restaurants, studios and a hotel.

Council bosses say it will be “an 
incredible addition” to the city, 
attracting hundreds of thousands of 
visitors every year.

Meanwhile, a software firm has signed 
a £10 million deal to put its name to 
another cultural development in the 
region. Sage will sponsor a sprawling 
arena and conference campus when it 
opens on Gateshead’s quayside in 2024.

• The call to culture – see pages 44 to 47
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Investment fuels Atelerix growth 
plans  
Health

A life sciences company behind cell 
preservation work has secured more than 
£425,000 investment it says will help 
commercialise new products. 

Atelerix has been supported to expand 
development of a gel that protects cells 
at room temperature for two weeks.

The Newcastle University spin-out has 
received £275,574 from angel investors 
across the UK and a £150,000 grant 
through the Regional Angel Investment 
Accelerator programme.

Debra Leeves, Atelerix chair [pictured 
above], said: “We are on the brink of 
fully commercialising a portfolio of five 
products, which meet the varied needs of 
customers that include biosuppliers, the 
global research community and the drug 
discovery industry. 

“This investment will enable us to grow 
the business.”

Deal provides “new chapter” 
for inns firm
Hospitality 

A pub with rooms operator has a new 
owner. The Inn Collection Group has 
been bought by a company supported 
by The Harris Family Trusts and Kings 
Park Capital. 

Officials say the deal will help the 
business – which counts Seahouses’ 
Bamburgh Castle Inn among its 
stable and was last month granted 
approval to redevelop The Park Hotel, 
in Tynemouth – continue to expand 
across the North of England and North 
Wales.

Sean Donkin, The Inn Collection 
Group’s managing director, said the 
agreement will deliver a “hugely 
exciting new chapter” for the operator.

He said: “I am absolutely delighted 
The Harris Family Trusts believe in our 
product and performance.”

Kitwave Group expands with £24.5 million M.J. Baker takeover
Investment

An independent wholesaler has bought a West Country food supplier in a 
£24.5 million deal.

Kitwave Group, based in North Shields, has taken on Devon’s M.J. Baker 
Foodservice Limited.

Bosses say the acquisition represents an “excellent addition” to the business, 
adding it will operate as part of Kitwave’s foodservice division.

Founded in 1999 and based in Newton Abbot, M.J. Baker supplies more than 3500 
products across ambient, chilled and frozen foods, as well as alcohol, confectionery 
and non-food items.

Paul Young, Kitwave chief executive, said: “I am delighted to welcome the M.J. 
Baker team and we look forward to continuing to build our nationwide foodservice 
offering as part of our growth strategy.”

Business
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JDR looks Down Under after 
agreement
Manufacturing

A subsea cable maker is eyeing further 
expansion Down Under after securing 
a contract. JDR is making underwater 
power lines for Australia’s Beach 
Energy Limited at its Hartlepool plant.

The cabling will help deliver the 
country’s East Coast with a new gas 
supply from an existing production 
plant near Melbourne.

The lines are due to be delivered 
in September. JK Lim, JDR’s region 
manager for Singapore, said: 
“Australasia is an important location 
for us, and we see an abundance of 
opportunity.”

The deal follows the company’s 
unveiling of £130 million plans to 
create a factory in Cambois, near 
Blyth, Northumberland.

Earmarked to open in 2024, it says 
the plant could eventually provide 
work for 400 people by producing 
high voltage subsea cables for offshore 
wind farms.

OneGym’s Paul Pearson, left, with NEL Fund 
Managers’ Jonathan Luke

Opening bulks 
up gym operator
Leisure

A fitness firm is plotting further 
expansion following £300,000 
support to open a new base.

OneGym aims to launch another 
two sites this year after cutting 
the ribbon at Thinford, near 
Spennymoor, County Durham.

The business was supported by 
NEL Fund Managers to secure 
investment from the North East 
Growth Capital Fund to set up the 
branch, which has created eight full-
time jobs.

Paul Pearson, managing director, 
said: “We’re already working on 
plans for where to go next.”

Jonathan Luke, NEL Fund 
Managers’ portfolio director, added: 
“We’re proud to have played a part in 
the team’s continuing success.”

OneGym already runs branches 
in Bishop Auckland and Newton 
Aycliffe, both County Durham, and 
Redcar, Thornaby and Stockton.

Business
Briefing_

£1.75 million backing catalyses CellulaREvolution’s meat work 
Biotechnology

A biotechnology firm behind alternatives to slaughtered meat says it is primed to 
expand after raising £1.75 million investment.

CellulaREvolution is pushing on with fresh research and development and bolstering 
its commercial team following support from backers including Happiness Capital and 
Allusion One.

The business, based in The Biosphere, on Newcastle’s Helix science district, is 
working on projects that aim to dramatically reduce factory farming by delivering 
cultivated meat to the marketplace.

Leo Groenewegen, CellulaREvolution chief executive, said: “We have been able to 
secure growth funding from very reputable investors and are now ready to accelerate 
the development of products and our company at an increased pace. 

“We will be bringing our enabling technologies to market soon, doing our part to 
bring high-quality and affordably cultured meat to consumers’ plates sooner rather than 
later.”

100-job boost as tyre recycling factory approved
Regeneration

Plans have been approved for a “game-changing” £100 million tyre recycling plant.
Sunderland City Council has backed Wastefront AS’ blueprint to build a 100-

job factory. Based at Port of Sunderland, bosses say the hub [shown in an artist’s 
impression, above] will act as the “UK’s greenest tyre recycling plant”, turning end-of-
life tyres into products such as biofuels.

Construction is expected to start this year, with engineering and technology firm 
Technip Energies appointed build partner. 

Operations are expected to begin in 2024. And Norway-based Wastefront says it has 
already secured a ten-year supply deal with Vitol, which will see the oil trader buy all of 
the available liquid hydrocarbons from its Wearside plant’s recycling processes.

Councillor Graeme Miller, leader of Sunderland City Council, said: “This is a fantastic 
circular economy success story.”

Meanwhile, plans have been approved to redevelop a further 11-acre site at the port 
into commercial space. Work at Hendon Sidings is expected to start in the spring, with 
the area renamed Trinity – Rail, Road & Sea.

Finance
4�Fairstone on growth trail 

after deals

A wealth management firm has 
vowed to continue expanding after 
completing three takeovers.

 Newcastle-headquartered 
Fairstone has bought firms in the 
Scottish Highlands, Yorkshire and 
Devon.

 Bosses say the deals – for Nairn’s 
East2West Financial Services, 
Huddersfield’s Brantwood Financial 
Planning and Sidmouth’s East 
Devon Associates, respectively – 
have added hundreds of millions 
of  pounds worth of funds under 
management to the business. 

 And Fairstone chief executive 
Lee Hartley says “several” more 
agreements are in the pipeline as 
the firm seeks further growth. 

Appointment
4�CBI welcomes Matt to new 

regional role

A business organisation has 
strengthened its North East team.

The CBI has welcomed Matt 
Bratton as deputy regional director.

Matt, whose CV includes time 
at the North of Tyne Combined 
Authority and NewcastleGateshead 
Initiative, is working alongside CBI 
regional director Sarah Glendinning, 
events manager Gemma Hagan and 
administrator Billie Heppell.

He said: “It is a privilege to join 
the CBI’s North East team. 

“I’m committed to enabling 
businesses to seize the moment 
and create an even more thriving 
region.” 

News you may have missed

For more news and views across the 
North East, visit our website @
www.netimesmagazine.co.uk/news
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The heat is on – but can we afford it?

The dramatically altering energy price market provides a worrying situation for 
households and businesses alike. With tariffs set to increase markedly from April, 
existing financial pressures will be squeezed even tighter. Here, Rachel Anderson, 

assistant director of policy at the North East England Chamber of Commerce, looks at 
the situation and assesses the impact on domestic customers and the knock-on effects for 

the commercial environment.

Of the many phrases Government 

ministers like to use to champion 

energy initiatives, “keeping the 

lights on” remains a popular choice.

   But the landscape has shifted 

in recent weeks and remaining 

illuminated is about to get that bit 

more expensive.

For when households turn on 

the lights, and indeed flick on 

the heating, from April onwards, 

it won’t be the warmth they feel, 

but a burning sensation in their 

pockets.

Annual rates are set to rise by 

nearly £700 after regulator Ofgem 

increased the price cap to mitigate 

supply chain pressures, in the 

process heaping further financial 

anxieties upon ratepayers already 

dealing with the spiralling cost of 

living. 

The Government is offering a 

£200 discount on all electricity 

bills – which will be repaid – and a 

£150 council tax rebate for a good 

number of homes, though critics 

say the moves fall well short of 

what is required.

And less disposable income 

doesn’t bode well for business 

either, particularly our SMEs and 

consumer-facing sectors, which, 

in the aftermath of the pandemic, 

need cash flowing through their tills 

like never before.

Guest contributor Rachel Anderson_

Feeling the burn
Energy

Words by Rachel Anderson
Assistant director of policy at the North East England Chamber of Commerce

4As the furore continued in Westminster 

over who partied with who, and who might 

have popped out to buy a knife sharpener, 

the real issue (which some of us have been 

shouting about for a long time) loomed over 

the well-lit horizon.

Energy costs have been rising for some 

time.

Now, it’s no single entity’s fault. 

No one country is laughing maniacally 

and twirling their moustaches while raking 

in the gold; it is simply a perfect storm of 

many different issues all coming together.

The new domestic price cap, which 

protects consumers, was announced last 

month and it means energy security and 

supply is now where it should always be – 

front and centre of policymakers’ minds.

Of course, businesses knew all this 

already. For them, there is no price cap and 

hedging on energy costs has been difficult 

for some time.

Many larger businesses have been able 

to budget, but the main impact falls on 

SMEs and households.

Price rises are likely to impact most 

consumer-facing sectors, retail and 

hospitality, as these sudden increases in 

bills mean less discretionary spend for 

households. 

These sectors are already trying to 

get back on their feet but face huge cost 

increases. 

This fact, coupled with less customers, is 

not a good mix for their recovery. 

Smaller firms are also particularly 

exposed as they have neither the 

protections or financial support provided 

to households, nor do they have the 

negotiating power of larger businesses.

Even for those in business-to-business 

sectors, there will be a consequence, most 

likely in the form of wage pressures. 

This comes again on top of huge cost 

increases, labour shortages and transport 

costs, including the ending of red diesel in 

April, which will add more expenditure. 

Workplace and hidden poverty could be 

huge, and the mental health strain could 

manifest itself in factories and offices. 

Figures suggest a third of North East 

households are set to be in fuel stress.

The Chancellor has announced measures 

for domestic users based on long-term 

market forecasts of falling prices, but there 

is no mirrored help for businesses. 

Some analysts think the Government has 

taken what they believe to be a gamble and 

wholesale market prices may remain high 

for some time. 

A number of factors will affect this – 

instability in Ukraine, Russia’s dominance of 

European (not the UK’s) gas supply, and the 

recovery of the global economy leading to 

greater demand. 

Add to that the 2024 energy gap the UK 

will encounter when several of its nuclear 

stations go offline, and the likelihood of 

a dramatic fall in prices could look like 

exceptionally long odds indeed.

Against a backdrop of several tech and digital companies making the region home in 
recent weeks and months, Rachel Burdis, inward investment manager at Invest North 
East England, reflects on their arrival and considers the potential for more operators to 

lay foundations in the area.

4Recent high-profile investments 

have demonstrated our region’s prowess 

and grand ambitions to be a globally 

recognised tech and digital hub.

Cybersecurity and fintech clusters are 

organically growing.

Businesses have access to future talent 

pipelines, collaborative communities and 

support networks, and can harness funding 

streams and research and development 

expertise while utilising excellence hubs 

like the Newcastle Helix-based National 

Innovation Centre for Data.

Sunderland is at the forefront of the 

esports arena with the opening of a 

performance and education campus 

by The British Esports Association – a 

trailblazing initiative not only for the North 

East, but for the UK too.

Irish immersive company VRAI landed 

in 2020 and has gone from strength-to-

strength, while Silent Games, Coconut 

Lizard and Coatsink were all acquired by 

global gaming companies in multi-million-

pound deals. Our region boasts a great 

quality of life for workers with low-cost 

living and, for businesses, cost-competitive 

office space and a strong labour market. 

Global names and successful businesses 

were born here, expanded here and 

small satellite offices have grown into 

recognised regional hubs. 

There’s a great collaborative and 

entrepreneurial spirit too. 

Local authorities, the North East Local 

Enterprise Partnership and education 

partners work together with industry to 

solve skills challenges, fund new areas of 

work and build centres of excellence like 

the National Innovation Centre for Ageing, 

PROTO and the Satellite Applications 

Centre of Excellence.

Our universities have specialist 

expertise, including centres for doctoral 

training in cloud computing for big data 

and fusion science and technology, 

enabling us to train specifically skilled 

people. 

We’re inventors by nature – just look at 

our rich history in engineering.

We’re trailblazers, be it North East Local 

Enterprise Partnership skills initiatives, or 

innovation pathways boosting technology 

adoption.

Businesses see that, fall in love with 

our people and places, and trust they can 

make it work – and they do. 

Efforts to raise our profile are bearing 

fruit. 

Atom Bank is a great success story for 

Durham, the region and the UK. 

Numbers are growing at Verisure, 

Accenture is hiring, and the BBC is opening 

a new digital hub. 

Arctic Wolf shows businesses are being 

drawn to our digital and cyber sectors. 

VRAI is a shining example too, providing 

immersive training, working in new sectors 

and winning contracts. 

Ubisoft’s longstanding presence has 

attracted and inspired more games studios 

to set up, relocate and grow.

And more technology companies will 

invest here over the coming months and 

years; enquiries are coming thick and fast.

Throughout the pandemic, people 

considered how they could live differently 

and achieve a better work/life balance. 

It’s clear that businesses and people are 

looking to the North East. We’re now being 

seen for the world-class thriving digital 

hub that we are. Companies born and 

expanding here are sharing their successes 

with the rest of the world and showcasing 

our region as the place to do business.

When tech firm Version 1 announced 

200-job investment plans last month, 

it marked yet another tick in the box 

for Newcastle’s – and the wider North 

East’s – digital sector.

Coming on the back of moves by 

global cybersecurity firm Arctic Wolf, 

The British Esports Association, Just 

Eat and consultancies Thoughtworks 

and Monstarlab, it proved once again 

that the region is at the vanguard of 

tech development. 

Dublin-founded Version 1 aims to 

meet its jobs target over the next two 

years, in the process launching a skills 

academy in the region, while Arctic 

Wolf has chosen Newcastle as home 

for a new Europe, Middle East and 

Africa headquarters. 

Elsewhere, The British Esports 

Association has laid down roots 

in Sunderland, with a national 

performance and education hub 

expected to open in the summer.

Just Eat is continuing to recruit 

staff for digital roles in a Houghton-le-

Spring customer care base it unveiled 

in mid-2021. And back on Tyneside, 

both Thoughtworks and Monstarlab 

are pressing ahead with operations 

they say will create hundreds of jobs 

over the coming years.

Guest contributor Rachel Burdis_

At the heart of a new tech revolution

An ever-strengthening environment
Technology

Words by Rachel Burdis
Inward investment manager, Invest North East England
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We’ve finally got it, then.

It took a while, but the Government’s 

‘levelling-up’ white paper was published last 

month, with plenty of fanfare and a lot of 

content – hundreds of pages of it in fact.

The flagship policy features 12 ‘missions’, 

which, says Downing Street, represent a 

“21st century recipe for a new Industrial 

Revolution”.

Its targets include increasing pay, 

employment and productivity across the 

UK; dramatically lifting public investment 

in research and development outside 

the South East; refocusing education 

spending to areas most in need; a major 

public transport improvement drive; and 

increasing access to gigabit-capable 

broadband and 5G mobile coverage.

But a successful recipe is only as good as 

the ingredients it contains and the people 

actually cooking the dish.

And while many see the white paper 

as a watershed opportunity to plate 

up increased local decision-making, 

there remains an equally large number 

who believe the Government hasn’t the 

constituent parts to make its white paper 

suitably palatable.

Mission possible?
Devolution

Words by 
Steven Hugill

4Talk about coincidence.

When the Government unfurled its 

much-anticipated ‘levelling-up’ white paper 

last month, it did so just hours before 

International Optimist Day.

Now, obviously I’m no Downing Street 

spin doctor, nor am I part of a Whitehall 

advisory team (thankfully so – the social 

side would leave me exhausted…).

However, even I can see that releasing 

flagship legislation aimed at narrowing 

geographical imbalances – following 

decades of false-starts – next to a calendar 

event that encourages positivity when 

it may not necessarily exist – is smirk-

inducingly ironic.

The chronology, of course, was more 

by luck than design. Yet it was entirely 

appropriate.

‘Levelling-up’ – or whichever of the many 

guises devolution has taken across previous 

eras – has long been, for many, a topic of 

great scepticism, a shorthand outline for 

false dawns that have paid lip service to 

inequalities across the country.

This latest incarnation does at least 

enshrine pledges into law for the first time, 

which in itself is cause for some faith.

Power to the people
The Government last month unveiled its vision for ending decades of regional 

inequalities across the UK. Its ‘levelling-up’ white paper aims to “extend, deepen 

and simplify devolution”. Here, Steven Hugill looks at its plans in more detail.

Ultimately, though, it will come back to 

what it always has; for meaningful change 

to occur, we need tangible action, delivered 

through a cohesive and considered 

approach, that ensures election slogans 

move from rhetoric to real-life.

Anything else and we simply spin a circle 

again that has gone round for a long time. 

And that’s a crucial point, because for all 

the new graphics and the 12 ‘missions’ on 

the Government’s agenda, we aren’t exactly 

entering a new realm here.

Calls for a more even distribution of 

power outside of SW1A, and, crucially, 

a refined system that allows such, have 

existed for a long time and across many 

regimes.

Indeed, lamenting in The Guardian 

just days after the white paper’s 

publication, Tory grandee Lord Heseltine 

– he of previous attempts to reform local 

government – spoke of a “major failure of 

public policy that…we are still left with an 

expensive, multi-tiered local administrative 

machine” that stems all the way back to 

Lord Redcliffe-Maud’s efforts to deliver 

change decades ago.

And the new paper isn’t going to sweep 

through like a panacea, righting wrongs 

and reversing years of inequality at a stroke.

What it can do, however, is act as 

a framework that locks Government 

commitments in black and white and allows 

for the attachment of measures against 

ministers’ aims and objectives when it 

comes to ‘levelling-up’.

And that’s a start.

Wait, though. Here comes the ‘but’.

Despite its flashy promises, there are 

many who will ask why we should believe 

this administration – of which many senior 

leaders and a good number of backroom 

staff merrily partied their way through the 

pandemic while the rest of the country 

followed lockdown rules – is really 

committed to ‘levelling-up’?

Why should we be confident in a paper 

that, allegedly, contains chunks of historical 

references from Wikipedia?

Why should we believe a Prime Minister, 

who has haemorrhaged public confidence 

and seen close aides disappear and new 

ones arrive with the same regularity that 

the capital’s buses skirt his famous front 

door, will see ‘levelling-up’ through?

Furthermore, why should we believe a 

Prime Minister who is happy to spout lies 

about the leader of the opposition at the 

despatch box before offering the meekest 

of rebukes when (would you believe it!?) 

the social media boot boys he so fired up 

accosted Labour’s front man in the street? 

The so-called ‘red wall’ may have fallen at 

the last election, but the countless exposés 

of recent weeks mean a good number 

of voters are busy with their spades and 

trowels again – and are more than willing to 

throw Boris Johnson and his team into their 

footings. 

Against such a backdrop, the 

Government needs some quick wins and to 

generate some (positive) headlines to show 

off to the electorate as it builds towards the 

2024 General Election.

And its list of 12 ‘missions’ to do so 

are eye-catching enough, ranging from 

commitments to increase pay, employment 

and productivity across the UK, to 

dramatically lifting public investment in 

research and development outside the 

South East, and refocusing education 

spending to areas most in need.

Bluntly, though, while the white paper 

lacks nothing in aspiration, it’s difficult to 

see any of the Government’s goals being 

markedly achieved by its self-imposed 

2030 deadline, given they’re backed by a 

financial parsimony akin to Mike Ashley’s 

reign at Newcastle United, rather than the 

new Saudi-backed regime’s splash-the-cash 

approach.

So, with ‘levelling-up’ minister Michael 

Gove in Steve Bruce mode, if you will, what 

are we more likely to get in the short-term?

Well, there’s an olive branch for the 

‘middle’ of our region.

Ever since the leaders of authorities in 

Durham, Gateshead, South Tyneside and 

Sunderland rejected former Chancellor 

George Osborne’s metro mayor model, 

the area has been fractured when it comes 

to devolved powers, with regeneration 

figureheads Ben Houchen and Jamie 

Driscoll, in the Tees Valley and North of 

Tyne, respectively, sandwiching the North 

East Combined Authority.

Bosses of the latter will argue it’s not 

done those areas too badly though, with 

Sunderland City Council, for example, 

well on with work – backed in no small 

part financially by Legal & General – to 

transform the old Vaux brewery site and 

other bases into shiny new commercial 

hubs and leisure destinations.

However, the white paper offers Durham 

the chance to sign up to a deal that 

would revise that arrangement by shifting 

powers from London to its county council 

chambers.

And it also talks of making up and trying 

again with Gateshead, South Tyneside 

and Sunderland, throwing them a rope to 

join the existing North of Tyne Combined 

Authority.

Durham – with its new rainbow coalition, 

having swept a century of Labour control 

aside last year – already seems on board, 

with talks planned between bosses and the 

Government to thrash out further details.

Elsewhere, though, things may prove a 

little trickier, and it’ll be interesting to see 

if there is enough meat on the bones of the 

metro mayor framework this time around to 

tempt authority leaders.

They were previously unconvinced about 

mayors for various reasons, including how 

much funding they would receive and 

whether they would be able to levy taxes.

And those fears were played out again 

last month, when the New Economics 

Foundation released a report that warned 

the Government’s devolution plans risk 

failure unless mayors are handed proper 

control over local decisions.

And that, really, summarises ‘levelling-up’ 

in a nutshell. 

The Government’s plans are not short 

in ambition, and the language used 

is certainly dynamic enough to rouse 

emotions.

But until people can properly see 

effective frameworks and financial backing 

to really make change happen around 

them – new jobs on offer, opportunities for 

young people, joined-up transport links, etc 

– many will still see ‘levelling-up’ as another 

round of empty promises. 

And the question is, will they stand for 

that again?

Politics OPINION
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SUCCESS IN BUSINESS IS A LITTLE LIKE  
completing a jigsaw.

Hold the correct complement of requisite pieces and 

a vision grows complete in front of your eyes.

Miss a part or two, though, and the picture remains 

stubbornly unclear.

Ultimately, achievement in either comes from a 

joined-up approach.

And, in the present-day business world, where 

increasing numbers of acquisitions and disposals stand 

as a legacy to the impact of COVID-19, accountancy 

and advisory firm Haines Watts is ensuring 

organisations are best placed to piece together their 

future blueprints.

With a trusted team of experts combining industry 

knowledge with unrivalled understanding of funding 

streams and the North’s varying sectoral strengths, it is 

helping owner managers meet their targets.

Furthermore, in a rapidly changing landscape where 

operators – a good many of which rode the financial 

crisis of the late 2000s – are materially transforming 

their outlooks following the pandemic, Chris Hird, 

Haines Watts’ associate partner for corporate finance, 

says its services have arguably never been more 

important.

He says: “Businesses have had it tough during the 

pandemic and many have struggled to weather the 

storm.

“But there are businesses that have thrived, and 

those with the stronger balance sheets are now in a 

position to expand.

“As a result, we are seeing a lot of buy-and-build 

acquisitions taking place.”

However, while the market may be evolving, Chris 

says the fundamentals of concluding a deal remain the 

same.

To make such ventures reality requires great due 

diligence, not least on a seller’s financial status, its 

market standing and scope for growth, and its fit within 

a prospective buyer’s operational structure.

A further – critical – aspect is cash.

Accessing necessary funds, however, is far from 

straightforward and, says Chris, calls for a bespoke 

approach, which Haines Watts’ specialist team delivers 

by matching a deal’s unique nature with equally 

distinctive financing streams.

He says: “Typically, lenders will provide support to 

a certain level, leaving a business to source the rest of 

the capital.

“Some use their own money, as well as loans, and 

others take steps to raise asset finance against a 

business or a debtor book.”

Chris continues: “The high street banks are 

invariably lending only for what they consider low-risk 

arrangements, which acquisitions don’t always fit into.

“So our focus is on matching what is present within 

an acquisition to funders across the board; it’s all about 

securing the right blend.

“For example, the banks who have the most money 

may be the most risk-averse too, whereas further down 

the list, funders are less risk-averse but more expensive.

“There are EU pots of money that owner managers 

Finance_
Advertising feature_Haines Watts

Putting the pieces in place for business success

As the post-pandemic commercial landscape continues to evolve, led in no small part 
by a significant number of acquisitions and disposals, Chris Hird, associate partner for 
corporate finance at North East-based accountancy and business advisory firm Haines 
Watts, tells Steven Hugill how its expert support is helping companies identify deals 
and secure funding for subsequent expansion.

www.hwca.com
@haineswatts

can tap into too, but they come with restrictions.

“The Northern Powerhouse Investment Fund, for 

instance, has limitations; it doesn’t cover Newcastle, 

but does cover Teesside, and you can’t use it for 

acquisitions.

“But if firms use the cash from the business for an 

acquisition, they can then potentially put some money 

in for working capital. 

“The whole funding process is very fluid and very 

innovative – it’s like putting a jigsaw together without a 

picture.”

And Chris says such insight is extremely important in 

a business world where no two deals are the same.

“There is a quirk to every transaction,” he says.

“If a business is an importer, for example, that 

represents a quirk because you might be able to finance 

its incoming stock.

“That isn’t really the acquisition, but it’s an element 

of it, because if you free up cash from the existing 

business, it can be siphoned into the acquisition.”

And this individual approach is mirrored in Haines 

Haines Watts
-
For more 
information on 
how Haines 
Watts’ expert 
team can 
support your 
business with 
an acquisition, 
disposal or 
funding, contact 
its Newcastle 
office on 0191 
2699 960 or 
email chird@
hwca.com
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Watts’ service, with Chris and his team bestowing 

highly personalised support that provides clear, honest 

and well-informed advice.

“We’re effectively a sounding board and a critical 

friend,” he says.

“Clients often find themselves looking at multiple 

things, which can be challenging.

“But they know they can come to the team and I and 

ask about anything.

“There could be two deals on the table and the close 

nature of our relationships means we’re able to say, ‘I 

don’t think this one gives you anything strategically, but 

the other one puts you in a different market’.

“Essentially, we remove the blinkers and go beyond 

a deal per se, exploring and highlighting its wider 

possibilities for clients.

“My team and I are accountants, we understand how 

business works, and that enables us to deliver an all-

encompassing service.

“It’s a relationship thing; we support a business 

with its accounts and tax, which helps it grow and get 

to a point where it wants to make an acquisition or, 

conversely, look at an exit strategy.

“And we are ideally placed to help with both of 

those situations because we are that sounding board 

and, in many cases, a kind of extension to a company’s 

management board because we know it so well.”

Equally crucial, says Chris, is Haines Watts’ ability 

to advance any prospective deal without impacting on 

owner manager’s existing day-to-day operations.

He says: “The people we work with are under great 

pressure and the kind of relationship we provide really 

helps them manage that.

“A lot of owner managers are very good at what they 

do, in terms of understanding a sector and running a 

business within it.

“But very few have much experience of acquisitions, 

so they need a steer, and our support helps them retain 

their focus too.

“With any acquisition, it can be very easy to look 

towards the target, and not so much on the present, but 

our guidance ensures they marry the two together.

“And that, ultimately, sums up what we do.

“We provide an all-embracing approach that blends 

clients with the right deals and the right funding, which 

in turn provides them with the best opportunities to 

succeed.”
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LEADING NORTH EAST LAW FIRM MUCKLE LLP 
has strengthened its dispute resolution team to meet 

the growing need for its services. 

Matthew Brady, from County Durham, has joined 

Muckle from Northumberland County Council, where 

he provided in-house advice in relation to contractual 

and procurement matters.

He says: “I am thrilled to have joined Muckle LLP’s 

top-ranked dispute resolution team at an exciting 

time. 

“Being born and raised in the North East, I am keen 

to support and assist all companies and individuals 

within the region in relation to any dispute matter they 

may have. 

“What attracted me to Muckle was its reputation as 

a firm that is not only successful within the North East 

and the wider region, but one that looks after its staff 

and clients and nurtures from within. 

“The departments within Muckle are integrated 

and work hand-in-hand, and I really value the team 

approach.”

Matthew’s expertise in contract disputes, breach 

of contract claims, restrictive covenant claims, 

intellectual property and shareholder disputes will be 

a welcome addition to Muckle’s nationally-recognised 

dispute resolution team. 

Susan Howe, partner and head of the dispute 

resolution team, adds: “Matthew is a fantastic asset to 

have and has seamlessly settled into the firm. 

“We are always keen to recruit people who can 

bring specialisms to the team, in addition to the 

excellent litigation skills we expect. 

“In Matthew’s case, his background in the public 

sector and wide network of contacts within the North 

East really adds value. 

“We look forward to seeing him grow within the 

firm.”

The dispute resolution team handles a wide range of 

commercial disputes, as well as intellectual property 

and technology disputes, procurement challenges, 

contentious probate, real estate and professional 

indemnity claims.

It also provides support around alternative dispute 

resolution, emergency applications and advice on 

regulatory authorities. 

Legal 500 UK ranks the team in the top tier for 

commercial litigation in the North and lists several of 

the team as ‘leading individuals’.

Litigation team expands with new appointment 
North East commercial law firm Muckle LLP has welcomed a new member of staff to its 
highly regarded dispute resolution team.

www.muckle-llp.com
@MuckleLLP
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com/what-we-do/
dispute-resolu-
tion/ 
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shipyard – its Teesside site represents a natural extension 

into an area where it has long operated.

And such is its momentum that the firm expects to 

bolster its office’s eight-strong headcount to more than 

20 in the coming months – with space allocated for 

potential further expansion.

“We have operated across Teesside for a long time 

and been a significant supporter of the area’s business 

community in that period too,” says chief operating 

officer Anthony Broadhead.

“This office move is another reflection of our 

investment in the area.

“It will allow us to access more talent as a business, 

which, in turn, will help operators on Teesside and its 

surrounding areas find the staff they need to achieve 

Recruitment_
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Securing the talent streams of the future

www.jacksonhogg.com
@JacksonHoggRec

MIDDLESBROUGH’S TOWERING TRANSPORTER 
Bridge has borne witness to many an industrial arrival 

over the last century.

The latest entrant to land under its watchful gaze, 

though, hasn’t sailed under its criss-crossing blue 

steelwork, nor has it broken any tonnage records.

Jackson Hogg has instead dropped anchor on dry 

land, a short distance upriver from the superstructure.

Nevertheless, its impact on the environment in and 

around the waters that flow beneath the celebrated 

crossing promises to be no less significant than what’s 

gone before.

For having last month opened offices at Wilton 

Universal Group’s factory in Haverton Hill, the 

recruitment and outsourced talent services provider 

is busily making waves that will ensure the River Tees 

remains a thriving trade conduit.

Using its in-depth expertise across the science, 

technology, engineering and manufacturing (STEM) 

sectors – which has long helped secure appointments 

from professional entry to board level – the firm is 

leading companies’ drives to find staff for spheres 

that include manufacturing and heavy engineering, 

pharmaceutical and life sciences, food production and 

digital.

It is also helping businesses tap into the Government’s 

‘green industrial revolution’ as part of Teesside’s new-

found freeport status, with its expert staff sourcing 

highly-skilled individuals for developments with 

sustainability at their heart.

For Jackson Hogg – already familiar with neighbouring 

a well-known trade tributary, with its former Newcastle 

headquarters sitting on an ex-River Tyne Swan Hunter 

Recruitment and outsourced talent services provider Jackson Hogg has opened a new Teesside office. 
Based in Haverton Hill, near Middlesbrough, the venture builds on the firm’s already strong presence in 
the south of the region. Here, Steven Hugill speaks to company founder and chief executive Richard Hogg, 
and chief operating officer Anthony Broadhead, to learn more about its expansion and how it will help 
businesses secure the candidates they need to grow as Teesside’s industrial landscape evolves following 
recent freeport approval.

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

their goals and plan for further success.

“We’ve grown steadily from our base in Newcastle, 

and we now want to replicate that progress in the 

Teesside office.”

Crucial to the base’s success, and that of the business 

as a whole, says Anthony, will be the continued roll out of 

Jackson Hogg’s flagship on-site Talent Partnership and 

HR Partnership services.

Acting as internal recruitment managers, the firm’s 

Talent Partners work with clients of all sizes to lead the 

employment process, delivering headcount plans while 

increasing the speed of recruitment, controlling costs 

and improving the candidate journey.

Its HR Partnership provision delivers everything from 

day-to-day assistance to fully outsourced support, which 

galvanises growth by supplying custom training and 

empowering positive cultures.

Equally important, though, says Anthony, are the 

experiences and values of members of its Teesside team. 

They all hail from the south of the region, with some 

having worked at Jackson Hogg for a number of years.

And with such familiarity of both geography and 

business operations, he says the company – which 

counts Wynyard-based process sector operator Venator 

and Sedgefield technology companies Kromek and 

Filtronic among its clients – is already well on the front 

foot in Teesside.

He says: “We don’t just fill jobs, we create 

opportunities for people to move into jobs and further 

their careers, which in the process helps organisations 

achieve their goals.

“And the Teesside office will continue and extend that.

“Some of the staff have been with us for a good while, 

they are ingrained in our culture, our values and how 

we operate, and that has already delivered a smooth 

transition on Teesside, which is only further helping our 

work in securing the best candidates for clients.”

And Anthony’s positivity is echoed by company 

founder and chief executive Richard Hogg, who says 

the firm is excited to be playing its part in Teesside’s 

industrial renaissance.

He says: “The breadth of STEM operators on Teesside 

is significant – and their number is only going to continue 

rising as more businesses are attracted to the area 

because of its freeport status.

“There are a lot of organisations working in the 

specialist sectors to which we provide expert services, 

and it is very exciting for us to be playing our part as a 

STEM-focused talent services business, in a very STEM-

centric part of the region, in their growth.

“But our increased presence on Teesside isn’t just 

about recruitment and outsourced HR services.

“We want to develop our relationships – both old and 

new – in the area further, for the benefit of companies.

“We are extremely adept at making connections, 

of introducing people and businesses to investors and 

organisations, to help drive growth and bring value to the 

supply chain.

“And our Teesside office will only build on that.”

Richard adds: “We’re extremely grateful for the 

support of Wilton’s co-founder and chief executive Bill 

Scott in helping us make this move.

“Being based at Haverton Hill puts us right at the heart 

of what is happening industrially on Teesside, and we are 

bringing something different to that changing landscape.

“There are a lot of recruitment companies in the 

market, but very few – if any – match our size, our 

breadth and our depth of service.”

Recruitment_
Advertising feature_Jackson Hogg
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PAM SMITH

Up and running
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And, sitting in an office overlooking 

Great North Road – a relatively short 

dash from the famous half marathon’s 

starting point – Pam is focused on 

helping the city, and the wider region, 

set the pace when it comes to economic, 

environmental and social regeneration.

“The North East just hugs you in,” she 

says.

“I felt it when I did the Great North 

Run; completing it was stunning, with 

the amazing beauty all around at South 

Shields, but the people were just as 

fantastic too.

“I wasn’t living in the North East at the 

time, I was a visitor, but when I crossed 

the line, I was embraced by such a strong 

community spirit and a real sense of 

welcoming.

“And it’s something I’ve never 

forgotten.”

And, as she watches wintry gusts 

push white clouds across the blue skies 

beyond her office window, Pam says she 

is determined to harness those memories 

– and use skills and expertise accrued in 

previous posts – to deliver new legacies 

for her adopted city and its surrounds.

Highlighting recent investments from 

tech companies including Version 1 

and cybersecurity operator Arctic Wolf 

in Newcastle, which both commit to 

creating hundreds of roles in the city, 

Pam says there is much scope to secure 

further growth.

She says: “I’m here to work with 

councillors, residents, businesses, 

universities and the voluntary sector to 

make sure we continue to punch above 

our weight.

“There is a real opportunity, for 

example, for Newcastle and the North 

East to be world-leading in digital 

change.

“The ambition is certainly there – you 

only have to look at the companies we’ve 

recently attracted and how the North of 

Tyne Combined Authority, of which we 

are a part, is investing in digital inclusion.

“Furthermore, the world today is all 

about data, evidence and putting things 

into practice, and we have the ability 

to do that in abundance thanks to the 

National Innovation Centre for Data, 

based on Newcastle Helix.

“This is a fantastically vibrant area, 

which has an entrepreneurial spirit 

connected to its communities that is not 

theoretical but abundantly tangible.”

Equally striking, says the former 

Stockport Metropolitan Borough Council 

chief executive, is her new authority’s 

commitment to the green agenda.

Having previously acted as a lead on 

age-friendly, equality and green work 

across Greater Manchester, Pam says she 

is excited at further catalysing Newcastle 

City Council’s net-zero drive.

Led by commitments that include the 

£50 million City Centre Transformation 

Programme, which, among other targets, 

aims to reduce traffic in the city centre 

and create more space for people to 

enjoy on Grey Street, the authority 

is also part of the 30-year North East 

Community Forest scheme, a multi-

million-pound venture bosses say will 

plant tens of thousands of saplings on 

council-owned land and private hillsides 

between Newcastle and County Durham.

Furthermore, Pam says the council is 

continuing talks with the Government 

over the Whitehall-mandated 

introduction of a clean air zone, which 

will cover most of Newcastle city centre.

She says: “You have to look at the 

green agenda as a jigsaw puzzle and 

work on all its parts – you can’t simply 

choose one piece.

4To understand Pam Smith’s journey to 

the North East requires you to begin at 

the end.

Well, to be absolutely precise, the 

finishing line of the Great North Run.

For as she passed under the timing 

arch on South Shields’ seafront back in 

the early 2000s, welcomed as she did by 

spectators’ cheers and a tricolour Red 

Arrows salute, the experience triggered a 

starting gun effect in Pam’s affection for 

the region.

Though Lancashire born and bred, in 

those immediate post-race moments of 

exhilaration and exhaustion, the North 

East captured her heart and, much like 

the flagship event she’d just completed, 

its appeal grew only stronger with every 

passing year.

And, ultimately, it proved too much of 

a lure to ignore.

For today, nearly two decades on, Pam 

is up and running as chief executive of 

Newcastle City Council, having taken 

over from Pat Ritchie in early January.

The Great North Run means lots of things to lots of different people. For 
elite athletes, it’s international glory. For club runners, it’s making a mark on 
the big stage. For the vast hordes of fun runners, it’s personal achievement. 
For Pam Smith, though, the famous half marathon means something else 
entirely. For her, it means home. Having fallen for the North East’s charms 
while competing in the race during the early 2000s, she recently made her 
love affair permanent, leaving behind a career in Lancashire to take over as 
chief executive at Newcastle City Council. Here, Steven Hugill speaks to Pam 
to learn more about her affection for the North East and how she is firing the 
starting gun on watershed economic, environmental and social change.

Feature                                 Pam Smith www.newcastle.gov.uk                         @NewcastleCC
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“You need ambition – which this 

council and the wider city has – and a 

clear plan on how to get there.

“And you must take people with you 

too; once you’ve set the ambition, you’ve 

got to make it real on the ground, and 

we’re delivering on this with things like 

the Community Forest.

“We’re supporting businesses with 

grants to help them ‘green’ operations 

and are working to do the same with our 

public estate, backed by £30 million from 

the Government, to create things like 

low-traffic neighbourhoods.

“We’re installing heat pumps in 

properties and training people in green 

skills for the jobs of the present and the 

future.”

And Pam, whose CV includes stints 

as chief executive at Burnley Council 

and a number of years at the Audit 

Commission, believes her new authority’s 

goals are well within reach, thanks to the 

region’s innovative history.

She says: “It’s not like our green 

credentials have just appeared – they’ve 

been around for a long time.

“We’ve got the fantastic Metro, for 

example, and Newcastle was recently 

named one of the UK’s greenest cities by 

international climate research provider 

CDP, so the foundations are more than 

solid. 

“This region has a rich history of being 

world-leading, and the moves we are 

making now will ensure it continues 

being so in the fourth industrial age.

“Ultimately, we’re harnessing a 

community spirit that has existed for 

centuries.

“We’ve gone from coal mining and 

shipbuilding to digital and tech – and 

healthy living too, with the Helix-based 

National Innovation Centre for Ageing 

– and we’ve never lost our desire to lead 

the way.

“How many places can say they’ve 

managed to retain and capture such 

spirit? 

“It’s a real reason why I believe we can 

be world-leading again, this time in the 

green, blue (ocean energy) and digital 

agendas.”

However, while providing watershed 

change around sustainability, Pam 

says she is also deeply committed to 

improving residents’ lives.

This, she says, will come through the 

introduction of step-changes to services 

that not only improve quality of life but 

increase the area’s attractiveness for both 

natives and newcomers.

She says: “I want us to focus on what 

matters most to residents.

“They ultimately pay my wages and 

expect me and my team to get things 

done, so it’s imperative we do so.

“With that in mind, I want to deliver 

more engagement and community-based 

services. 

“For example, we have hubs centred 

around children’s services, but we are 

expanding those to work with other 

bodies, such as the voluntary sector and 

other professionals. 

www.newcastle.gov.uk                         @NewcastleCC
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“This will mean our services are better 

connected to communities and providing 

what they need, rather than a one-size-

fits-all approach.

“We also need to market ourselves 

more internationally to attract further 

businesses and continue working with 

companies, schools, colleges and 

universities to drive the skills agenda.

“Yes, we’ve seen companies like 

Version 1 and Arctic Wolf arrive recently, 

but we need to continue making sure 

that globally, as well as domestically, 

business understands and acknowledges 

Newcastle and the North East as a great 

place to invest.”

Pam continues: “We are the 11th best 

destination for attracting UK visitors 

but one of the lowest for attracting 

international visitors – and it’s because 

we’re an international secret.

“We need, therefore, to work with 

our businesses and hospitality sector 

to highlight further our fantastic offer 

when it comes to lifestyle and promote 

the message that you can be in the city 

and then, in just a few minutes, be at the 

coast or in the countryside, and that you 

can live your best life here.

“We must promote our night-time 

economy more too.

“It’s a critical part of the vibrancy of 

Newcastle; it employs 6500 people and 

contributes £340 million to the economy 

– and now is the time to further share 

that vibrancy with the world.

“We’ve also got to make sure we retain 

those who go to university here and 

ensure the voice of young people is heard 

– and heard very loudly – because they 

are the ones who will find the solutions of 

the future.

“There is so much talent around 

and a big part of my job is creating 

opportunities that maximise peoples’ 

abilities,” says Pam, who began her 

career as an apprentice on a technical 

and administrative training scheme with 

Oldham Council.

She adds: “Succession planning, 

whether through apprenticeships – we’ve 

got 120 at the council – or through our 

universities, is crucial to our future 

because it will equip people with the 

skills they need for the new jobs coming 

through.

Feature                                 Pam Smith
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ENQUIRE TODAY AND FIND OUT MORE: 
events@spanishcity.co.uk   |   0191 691 7090   |   @myspanishcity   |   www.spanishcity.co.uk

Spanish City, Spanish City Plaza, Whitley Bay, Tyne and Wear, NE26 1BG

MEET WITH STYLE 
AT SPANISH CITY
Looking for somewhere new to host your business meetings, corporate events and 
working lunches? Whitley Bay’s most iconic building, Spanish City, is the perfect 
place to entertain clients and find inspiration.

Alongside its stunning sea views, the multi-award-winning venue has various day-delegate packages to choose 
from, meaning you’re guaranteed to find something that suits your business’s needs, preferences and budget. 
Spanish City is also well equipped with everything you could need to host a seamless corporate meeting or event:

•  Several full room and half room 
arrangements for different group sizes

•  Private bar, service kitchen and bathrooms

•  WiFi

•  AV equipment including LCD projector and 
white screen

•  Air-conditioning

•  Cloakroom

•  Private dining, breakfast meetings, working 
lunches and large-scale events

•  Flipchart, paper and pens

“And I also want to have a ‘returners 

policy’ that encourages people to come 

back to the region.”

Another key facet in the continued 

growth of Newcastle, and indeed 

the North East, will be the roll out of 

the Government’s much-anticipated 

‘levelling-up’ white paper.

Pledging to “extend, deepen and 

simplify devolution”, the document, 

which is to be enshrined in law, 

makes 12 headline commitments that 

include improving pay, employment 

and productivity, boosting skills and 

increasing individuals’ health and 

wellbeing across the entire UK.

And Pam says the paper, which was 

announced last month, can act as a spur 

to realise the city’s ambitions.

She says: “It has to be welcomed 

because it provides, for the first time, 

clear missions to achieve, and metrics to 

measure their progress and make them 

real.

“And that is where our role in local 

government comes in, to work with 

partners to make them real.

“‘Levelling-up’, to me, means enabling 

the fulfilment of the positive contribution 

that Newcastle and the North East can 

make to the economic wellbeing of the 

UK, as well as the health and wellbeing of 

people in the country.

“It’s about ensuring no child is left 

behind and about having a minus nine 

months to 90-plus strategy across the 

age spectrum, which makes sure people 

feel connected and part of a vibrant and 

prosperous Newcastle and wider North 

East.

“Ultimately, if you don’t enable the 

North to give its full contribution, then 

you’re missing out on a lot of talent, 

economic contribution and you’re not 

doing justice to people in its regions.”

She adds: “With the white paper, there 

is an opportunity for us in the North East 

now to make the dialogue between the 

region and the Government easier.

“And the easier we make it to do things 

at pace and at scale, the easier it will be 

to attract investment and support.

“It comes back to what we have in 

front of us; the potential is huge, and we 

need to keep our eyes focused on it.

“I’m absolutely convinced this is 

Newcastle’s, and the wider North East’s, 

time to really shine.

“And we’ve got all the ingredients to 

make it happen.”

Feature                                 Pam Smith
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DESPITE NAVIGATING TWO YEARS OF THE 
pandemic, Durham County Council has secured 

significant funding for investment and has set out plans 

reflecting the ambition of the region’s largest local 

authority. 

The impact of those decisions will be felt as the year 

progresses.

One of the first announcements to have been made 

was the appointment of Sarah Slaven as managing 

director of Business Durham, the council’s business 

support service.

Sarah previously held the post of operations director 

at Business Durham before taking on the position of 

interim managing director in early 2020.  

Since then, she has supported the council’s response 

to COVID-19 and the unprecedented impact it has had 

on businesses across the county. 

This included overseeing the county council’s 

additional £5 million investment through the Durham 

Business Recovery Grant, which has helped 345 

businesses and safeguarded more than 3000 jobs.

In addition to the COVID-19 response, Sarah has 

played a key role in the continued support to business 

provided by the council through engaging with 

businesses and facilitating programmes such as the 

Durham Business Opportunities Programme, Digital 

Drive County Durham, the County Durham Growth 

Fund, Finance Durham and Durham City Incubator. 

She says: “Taking up the post of managing director 

permanently, with the opportunity to continue to work 

with such a talented team, is a great honour. 

“We’ve seen, over the last two years, that in working 

closely with businesses, we get to hear first-hand the 

help they need to enable them to meet their challenges. 

“I’m proud to look back at the support we have been 

able to provide.”

Sarah continues: “Our ongoing programmes also 

continue to deliver vital support. 

“Our County Durham Growth Fund helped 17 

businesses deliver £1.98 million in capital grants to 

Investment_
Advertising feature_Business Durham

Making an impact

With major investments planned and ambitions to bring national attention to 
the area, County Durham has much to look forward to across the coming year.

www.businessdurham.co.uk
@_BusinessDurham

Business 
Durham
-
For more 
information on 
Business Durham, 
its support and 
its future plans, 
and to learn 
more about 
Durham’s UK City 
of Culture 2025 
bid, visit www.
businessdurham.
co.uk

Phase three expansion plans are progressing at NETPark Sarah Slaven, pictured above, was recently appointed permanent managing 
director at Business Durham

BD Fabrication is one of the companies to have benefited from 
County Durham Growth Fund support

enable companies to realise their growth ambitions. 

“We also began work on Station Place, at Aycliffe 

Business Park, which will provide business units later this 

year.

“The news that the council is funding the £50 million 

expansion of NETPark phase three is particularly exciting 

as we seek to expand this key employment site and 

continue to support the cutting-edge businesses already 

there. 

“With construction due to begin later in 2022, there 

are many things to look forward to for businesses 

already based here, as well as those looking to move to 

the county.”

Delivering an inclusive economic strategy that will 

meet the needs of the people and businesses of County 

Durham is a major part of the council’s plans for 2022. 

A major consultation was launched at the end of 

January to enable members of the public, as well as 

business owners, to have their say on how the county’s 

economy should be shaped over the next ten years.

The strategy will seek to address the economic 

imbalance the North East experiences when compared 

to the rest of the country, putting in place the delivery 

of inclusive economic growth influenced by the county’s 

residents and employers. 

The council has already secured significant funding 

from the Government to support economic growth, 

including £33.2 million from the Stronger Towns Fund, 

£19.8 million from the Future High Streets Fund and 

£20 million from the Levelling Up Fund. 

This is expected to deliver £300 million of inward 

investment for the county in 2022 and beyond. 

In addition to this, a further five bids will be submitted 

to the Government for up to £100 million of ‘levelling-up’ 

funding in 2022.

Profile is an important driver for economic growth.

Culture already plays a significant part in supporting 

businesses in County Durham, but success in gaining 

UK City of Culture status for 2025 would have a major 

impact for the entire region.

As the North East’s only contender, Durham’s bid 

could provide significant benefits to the area, offering 

the opportunity to highlight the fantastic cultural assets 

of the county.  

UK City of Culture has had a major impact on the 

economy of each of the previous winners, generating as 

much as £100 million of investment in some areas. 

What County Durham has to offer is already well 

known to many in the region, but the bid provides the 

opportunity to showcase everything that is good about 

the area on a national and international stage.

Many businesses have expressed their support for the 

bid and recognise the investment it can generate. 

As well as supporting the visitor economy, winning 

the bid offers the opportunity to demonstrate how the 

business community makes a positive impact on the lives 

and, therefore, the culture of our communities. 

County Durham is determined to make a big impact 

in 2022, with both residents and businesses being 

encouraged to get involved, by responding to the 

economic strategy consultation and backing the bid for 

UK City of Culture.

Investment_
Advertising feature_Business Durham
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GRADUATES ARE OUR FUTURE BUSINESS LEADERS. 
They play an important role in supporting the health 

and growth of our regional economy, and encouraging 

them to stay in the region is vital to both. 

The University of Sunderland has an excellent track 

record in delivering programmes of support with 

graduate employability and retention in the region at 

their heart. 

One such pioneering scheme is the £6 million 

Internships and Enterprise project, which is aimed at 

getting hundreds of graduates into work and self-

employment. 

Launched in late 2018 and currently part-funded 

by the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF), 

the scheme delivers a wide range of support to both 

budding student and graduate entrepreneurs looking 

to start up, as well as funding to SMEs to recruit a 

graduate intern.

By the time the ERDF funding comes to an end in 

2023, the enterprise strand of the project will have 

supported at least 115 businesses to start up, with many 

more students having been encouraged to explore 

business ideas and develop entrepreneurial skills, in the 

process supporting their employability.

Enterprise co-ordinator Jenny Westgate says: “We 

are always so impressed with the business ideas 

coming through from our students and graduates, and 

have seen the pipeline of ideas continue right through 

the pandemic. 

“All have different needs in terms of the support 

required. 

“We are all about removing barriers to start up – 

sometimes a small amount of seed funding makes 

all the difference; in other cases, it is about the idea 

validation and practical business advice.” 

A key driver of the Internships and Enterprise 

project is to fuel regional SME growth by supporting 

businesses to recruit a graduate intern.

At the start of 2021, SMEs accounted for three fifths 

of the employment, and around half of turnover, in the 

UK private sector*.

The sector is, therefore, well placed to provide 

interesting, graduate-level roles with the opportunity 

for progression. It plays a key part in retaining graduate 

talent in the region. 

So far, since the project’s start, £620,105 of ERDF 

cash has been awarded to North East SMEs, with 

each receiving up to £4500 towards the salary of the 

graduate they employed. 

Education_
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Graduates providing a pipeline 
to prosperity for region

The University of Sunderland is further rolling out a skills scheme aimed at helping 
hundreds of graduates get into work or launch self-employment ventures. The £6 million 
Internships and Enterprise project, part-funded by the European Regional Development 
Fund, provides a range of support measures to students, as well as funding to SMEs to 
recruit a graduate intern.

www.sunderland.ac.uk
@sunderlanduni

Rob Phillips, IGNIFI financial director, with graduate intern Ellie Gratton
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By summer 2022, the internship scheme will have 

placed 244 graduates into full-time roles within 

growing SMEs, earning an average salary of £20,000.

Graduates typically bring fresh ideas into those 

organisations, as well as a new perspective, and often 

help deliver a new product, process or service for the 

business. 

After 12 months, employers can decide whether to 

extend the intern’s contract, and most do, with a high 

rate of graduates being offered full-time employment 

on completion of their internship.

Project manager Laura Foster says: “It’s been a well-

documented difficult and uncertain time for businesses 

over the last couple of years, and our project helps 

SMEs in a really practical way with help towards 

graduate’s salary costs. 

“We have many talented graduates coming out of 

our North East universities, and we would urge any 

business looking to recruit in the coming months to 

consider our graduate internship scheme before the 

opportunity to access the European funding comes to 

an end this summer.”

There are many success stories to have come out of 

the project and the internships team regularly receives 

positive feedback from SMEs and graduates who have 

benefited.

One such example is Sunderland-based IGNIFI, 

which has a long-standing relationship with the 

university and accessing talent via the graduate 

internship scheme. 

When the business moved to Sunderland in 2016, 

it was determined to build connections with the 

university. 

It was introduced to the graduate internship scheme 

and employed its first intern in mid-2017. 

Since then, it has employed two more staff through 

the programme. 

Finance director Rob Phillips says: “We highly 

recommend the scheme.

“It is the ideal way to bring new talent into our 

business, with interns being able to forge a career with 

IGNIFI following the completion of their internship. 

“Graduates often bring a real drive and enthusiasm 

to learn, and this can often lift, challenge and motivate 

their colleagues. 

“The time required in mentoring and training interns 

has been very worthwhile, as we have benefited from 

them progressing to become valuable key members of 

the team.”

The opportunity is equally rewarding for IGNIFI 

intern Ellie Gratton. 

She says: “Since joining IGNIFI as a graduate, I’ve 

learned a vast amount in a short space of time. 

“Being mentored and trained by experienced 

individuals has given me insight across many aspects 

of the business, as well as hands-on experience from 

day one.”

Metaltech Services Limited is another SME to have 

benefited. 

In support of its growth plans, the company recruited 

University of Sunderland engineering graduates Arran 

Ledger and Marc Erwin as test engineers.

Both have brought an enthusiastic approach to their 

work, which has had a positive impact on the business, 

with their up-to-date academic knowledge supporting 

various research and development projects.

Managing director Louise Scott says: “Aside from the 

obvious benefits of receiving funding toward the salary 

costs, the support with the actual recruitment process 

has been brilliant. 

“The team at Sunderland responded really quickly to 

the initial enquiry and has been supportive throughout, 

making it really easy to find the right graduate.”

Successful SMEs joining the scheme gain access 

to the university’s recruitment specialists, who can 

provide support throughout the whole process. 

The team actively engages graduates, identifying 

specific skills, competencies and talent to complement 

business goals.

University of 
Sunderland
-
For initial 
enquiries into 
accessing 
graduate 
internship 
funding, contact 
internship 
development 
co-ordinator 
Donna Bainbridge 
on 07976 199512 
or email donna.
bainbridge@
sunderland.ac.uk

* FSB; UK 
Small Business 
Statistics – www.
fsb.org.uk/uk-
small-business-
statistics.html

Louise Scott, Metaltech Services’ managing director, with graduate interns Arran Ledger and Marc Erwin
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TO CLIMB AUCKLAND TOWER WELCOME CENTRE 
is to take more than a simple peep across the rooftops 

and treelines of a County Durham town.

For, as you scan a vista that melds the slate greys and 

brick reds of urban life with the rich greens and deep 

browns of the countryside, you stop seeing scenery and 

instead look through a window into the venerable world 

of Bishop Auckland.

Down below, from the majesty of the fully conserved 

Auckland Castle, where Prince Bishops once wielded 

power second only to that of the monarchy, to a new 

Spanish Gallery, a Mining Art Gallery, the heritage 

of the Weardale Railway and the spectacular re-

enactment show Kynren, the past is tangibly in view.

And it’s all being brought into modern-day 

technicolour by The Auckland Project, a charity 

founded by philanthropist Jonathan Ruffer, which is 

dedicated to conserving, regenerating and ultimately 

celebrating the town and its cultural and historical 

significance. 

Helping The Auckland Project’s leadership team 

ensure the venture continues to thrive is executive 

search and recruitment business NRG.

Last year appointed as a retained advisor by 

the charity to source senior level talent capable of 

increasing further the success of its cultural totems, 

Newcastle-based NRG has just completed work that 

has secured staff for a number of key positions.

Led by search consultant Scot McHarg [pictured 

below, left], alongside colleagues Ray Williamson and 

Catherine Hingston, the firm used its internationally-

reputed, 20 years-plus experience and expertise across 

search and selection to find people for roles that 

included a commercial director, a head of marketing 

and communications and heads of visitor operations 

and health and safety.

Elsewhere, its support helped find a general manager 

for Weardale Railway and a candidate under the same 

title at the Park Head Hotel, in nearby New Coundon.

Combining an understanding of senior business 

leaders’ motivations, aspirations and the culture 

and values of their respective organisations, with 

individuals’ personalities, technical abilities and 

transferable skills, NRG’s bespoke approach provided 

The Auckland Project staff with a 360-degree 

evaluation of candidates for the positions, which 

attracted interest from as far as Singapore and Dubai, 

as well as across the UK.

Scot says: “It was an absolute pleasure to support 

The Auckland Project with its recruitment for these 

senior positions.

Recruitment_
Advertising feature_NRG

Mixing the past with the present

When the team at The Auckland Project sought senior figures to fill high-profile positions 
across its cultural and heritage attractions, it turned to executive search and recruitment 
business NRG. Engaging decades of experience and utilising its robust national and 
international links, the Newcastle-based firm secured candidates for a raft of positions. 
And, with those posts now filled, NRG executive Scot McHarg, who led the project 
alongside colleagues Ray Williamson and Catherine Hingston, tells Steven Hugill 
more about its work with The Auckland Project and its years of expertise in matching 
organisations with the top talent they need to achieve growth goals.

www.nrgplc.com
@nrgplc

“The charity has an amazing array of attractions and 

projects that highlight the history, built environment 

and landscape of Bishop Auckland and its surrounds, 

and it was fantastic to be given the opportunity to 

utilise our proven search and selection model to 

successfully identify and attract the key leaders The 

Auckland Project requires for its next phase of growth.

“Our bespoke approach allows us to spend 

crucial time evaluating an organisations’ aims and 

objectives, but also its culture, which means we have 

a tremendously in-depth picture to apply to our search 

and selection process.

“And that is really important, because it means we 

are not just finding people for roles, we are finding 

people that fit together across an organisation.

“That seamlessness is vital for organisations as they 

move forward with their plans.

“But we also use our national and international reach, 

combined with our knowledge across multiple sectors, 

to identify candidates who we recognise could offer 

freshness and ingenuity, and a real added value to an 

organisation.

“And that makes a big difference for clients.”

The work represented another significant project for 

NRG in the cultural sector, joining an ever-growing list 

of programmes that, over time, have included sourcing 

senior figures for Gateshead’s Baltic Centre for 

Contemporary Art, Leeds’ Royal Armouries, Beamish 

and Northumberland National Park.

However, while NRG may have been on familiar 

ground, Scot says its latest assignment came with 

some additional key challenges, not least pandemic 

restrictions and a March 2022 deadline to marry with 

the reopening of attractions.

Despite both, though, NRG prevailed and, says Scot, 

did so with much accomplishment, with no impact on 

the quality or breadth of its work.

He says: “When we started our partnership last year, 

the March date was always in the diary.

“Working hand-in-hand with our client partners, 

we have successfully achieved The Auckland Project’s 

goals well inside the timeframe, despite the ongoing 

impact of COVID-19, which was testimony to our 

ability, our flexibility and our agility as a business and 

a team.”

He adds: “It also further emphasises our model and 

our commitment to clients.

“The Auckland Project’s new recruits fit the brief – 

they are sympathetic to the connection between the 

regenerative aims of the charity and the commercial 

capacity of its reach too.

“And such comprehensive consideration of an 

organisation, and the people it needs, is – and always 

will be – central to what we do.

“We dedicate ourselves to understanding the 

motivations, culture and values of each business we 

work with.

“That in turn means we are best placed to identify 

talent that complements their teams with the 

capabilities and experience that ultimately delivers 

great success.”

Recruitment_
Advertising feature_NRG

NRG
-
With a successful 
track record 
spanning 40 
years, NRG is 
an innovative 
recruitment 
solutions business 
that specialises in 
tech and digital, 
corporate services 
and executive 
search and 
selection.

For more 
information, 
contact marketing 
manager Julie 
Mordue on 0191 
260 4407 or email 
juliemordue@
nrgplc.com
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It’s taken a while but the region’s cultural 

scene, so affected by the lockdowns and 

associated restrictions of the pandemic, 

is opening up again.

And venues and bosses are wasting 

little time in regaining the momentum.

Just days after software firm Sage 

committed £10 million to secure naming 

rights for a much-anticipated concert, 

conference and exhibition hub on 

Gateshead’s quayside, Sunderland City 

Council was last month unveiling its own 

blue ribbon leisure development.

Valued at £80 million, officials say 

the scheme includes a 10,000-capacity 

arena and associated attractions on 

the former Crowtree Leisure Centre 

site, which will act as “an incredible 

addition” to the city, bringing hundreds 

of thousands of visitors while 

complementing existing locations such 

as the Empire Theatre and new Fire 

Station.

But the future is only one part of the 

equation, with a headline act from the 

past set to play its own starring role in 

the region’s cultural renaissance later 

this year.

Words by Colin Young

Re-entering stage left
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The call to culture
There may never be a better year for North East culture. In terms of 
diversity, every box has been ticked across the whole region for the coming 
12 months and beyond, and then ticked again, crossed over and marked 
with highlighter pen. And with plans announced for new developments 
on the quayside in Gateshead and in Sunderland city centre – where the 
new Fire Station is already up and running – the sheer range of venues, 
large and small, continues to expand and develop. And, as Colin Young 
discovers, there is plenty to capture the imagination this year, with an old, 
old favourite, perhaps surprisingly, grabbing the title of headline act.

4The entertainment bookers have been 

busy during the lockdowns.

And as we move, full steam ahead, 

into the ‘new normal’ following the Prime 

Minister’s recent announcement, working, 

meeting, socialising and going to gigs 

again, they are already starting to see the 

fruits of their labours.

Very few genres have been left 

uncovered for North East audiences in 

2022.

From Sam Fender’s three-night 

hometown residency at the Utilita 

Arena, to 40 life-size illuminated sheep 

appearing in the villages, towns and 

landscapes of Northumberland.

And from five new Opera North 

productions, to Sarah Millican’s return to 

the Tyne Theatre, the list really is endless.

Yet it is a centuries old manuscript, 

making its own return to the region, 

which is truly exciting and inspiring artists 

and the public.

The Lindisfarne Gospels will soon be 

unveiled once again in a new exhibition at 

the Laing Art Gallery, in Newcastle, with a 

supporting installation at the City Library 

also aiming to attract plenty of visitors.

The Lindisfarne Gospels have long 

been acclaimed as the most spectacular 

manuscript to survive from Anglo-Saxon 

England, and currently sit in the British 

Library. 

The 1300-year-old biblical books 

recount the life of Christ, containing the 

Gospels of the four evangelists Mark, 

John, Luke and Matthew, as well as the 

associated texts that typically form part 
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of Gospel books, such as chapter lists, 

and letters written by St Jerome in 420.

They are believed to be the work of 

the Bishop of Lindisfarne, a monk named 

Eadfrith, who worked on them as a tribute 

to Saint Cuthbert, up until his death in 

721.

Presumed taken in the dissolution of 

the monasteries ordered by Henry VIII, 

they were acquired by Sir Robert Cotton 

in the early 17th century, before his library 

became part of the British Museum and 

British Library following his death. 

Organisers are hoping that the 

manuscript, which is being shown in the 

North East for the fifth time since 1987, 

will attract similar numbers to the 100,000 

visitors who attended an exhibition at 

Durham University nine years ago.

The 2022 exhibition is focused on the 

meaning of the Lindisfarne Gospels in 

today’s world and how its themes link to 

personal, regional and national pride.

Venues across the region have been 

invited to host supporting events and 

programmes of activity for community 

groups and schools, while a high-profile 

artist commission will re-imagine the 

Gospels for a 21st century audience.

The plan to display the Lindisfarne 

Gospels in Newcastle was co-ordinated 

by the North East Culture Partnership 

and the British Library and Tyne & Wear 

Archives & Museums.

Newcastle City Library was selected as 

the preferred bidder and approved by the 

Association of North East Councils.

And their long-anticipated return 

has ignited a year-long, region-wide 

programme of cultural events, which 

will peak in autumn with two new visitor 

attractions, around the focal exhibition of 

the Gospels at the Laing Art Gallery. 

The two new attractions will be 

launched as part of the Inspired by 

Lindisfarne Gospels 2022 programme; the 

new Faith Museum, in Bishop Auckland 

– England’s first museum designed to 

explore the story of faith in Britain, which 

is located in the historic Scotland Wing 

of Auckland Castle – and the Ad Gefrin 

Visitor Experience and Distillery, in 

Wooler, Northumberland.

Ad Gefrin will be a fully immersive AV 

and museum experience, which will bring 

to life the Northumbrian Golden Age and 

the court of its kings and queens in their 

seventh century royal summer palace that 

was discovered at Yeavering only a few 

miles away, and is one of the finest Anglo-

Saxon archaeological sites in Europe. 

Then, from Hartlepool to Hexham, 

Berwick-upon-Tweed to Bishop Auckland, 

multiple venues and locations will invite 

visitors to explore, experience and enjoy 

a wealth of events, all drawing inspiration 

from different aspects of the manuscript.  

The programme has already opened 

with Monogatari - the art of storytelling 

in Japanese woodblock prints - which has 

been organised in partnership with the 

National Museum of Japanese History 

and is being held in Durham’s Oriental 

Museum.

This month will also see the opening 

of a project led by the National Glass 

Centre, named Glass Exchange, which 

will be split between major locations in 

Sunderland and Durham and see four, 

established contemporary artists create 

new work in glass that will remain in situ 

until the end of September. 

Durham Cathedral will also be used for 

light projections in April in a mini-festival 

that will feature more contemporary 

music and drama performances, plus 

lectures, a family fun day and food 

market, all based around the lightshow on 

the building’s 12th century facade. 

Between March and October, 

Museums Northumberland will present 

‘A Northumberland Menagerie’, a series 

of new works by local artist Bethan 

Maddocks, and Berwick’s Gymnasium 

Gallery will host Suki Chan’s film 

installation Still Point throughout the 

summer.

There are also plans for exhibitions 

throughout the year in Hexham Abbey, 

Newcastle Cathedral, Sir William Gray 

House, in Hartlepool, and, of course, 

Jarrow’s Bede Museum.

However, perhaps the most eye-

catching spectacle of the year will 

be found in the streets and hills of 

Northumberland, when digital and light 

Keith Merrin 
Director 
Tyne & Wear Archives & Museums

“There will be a spotlight on the 

North East in 2022 with must-see 

events like the Lindisfarne Gospels 

programme and Hadrian’s Wall 

1900 – celebrating 1900 years since 

the Hadrian’s Wall World Heritage 

site was built.”

Councillor Graeme Miller
Leader
Sunderland City Council

“We’re transforming Sunderland – 

we’re delivering on our promises 

to residents – and we’re proud to 

be spearheading a programme of 

change that is unlike any period in 

living memory.”

Report Culture

artist Deepa Mann-Kier is let loose and 

40 life-size illuminated sheep will appear 

across the county’s villages, towns and 

landscapes.

Inspired by the themes of light, sheep 

and pilgrimage, which are referenced in 

the Gospels, Deepa will create a flock 

that will be adopted by communities and 

hosted in spaces across the county, with 

a series of trails on foot, bike and public 

transport created for people to appreciate 

the sheep in their diverse locations. 

Tyne & Wear Archives & Museums 

curators have worked with the British 

Library and with artists to explore the 

history of the Gospels, and how it can 

bring people together today by inspiring 

ideas about identity and sense of place. 

Keith Merrin, Tyne & Wear Archives & 

Museums’ director, says: “It is wonderful 

that not only do we have the display 

of the Lindisfarne Gospels at the Laing 

Art Gallery to look forward to, but we 

also have this amazing range of events, 

exhibitions and new attractions for people 

to enjoy right across our region as part of 

the ‘Inspired by’ programme. 

“There will be a spotlight on the North 

East in 2022 with must-see events like 

the Lindisfarne Gospels programme and 

also Hadrian’s Wall 1900 – celebrating 

1900 years since the Hadrian’s Wall World 

Heritage site was built. 

“It is fantastic to see so much energy 

and activity in the arts and heritage offer 

in our region.” 

All this comes as venues across the 

North East prepare to open their doors, 

or their wide-open spaces, and welcome 

back audiences large and small.  

And exciting plans for two major 

cultural developments in Gateshead and 

Sunderland will only add to the eclectic 

mix of venues available to concert, 

conference and exhibition-goers in the 

coming years.

North East-founded software firm Sage 

recently announced a £10 million deal to 

sponsor a sprawling new visitor attraction 

– to be known as The Sage and which will 

include the Sage Arena and Sage ICC – 

that will sit between the Baltic Centre for 

Contemporary Art and Sage Gateshead 

on the quayside.

Planned to be ready by 2024, bosses 

say it will deliver a £70 million annual 

economic boost and create 2000 jobs.

Steve Hare, Sage Group chief 

executive, says: “Our heart has always 

been in the North East, and this embodies 

our purpose – to knock down barriers so 

everyone can thrive.

“The Sage brings the world to the 

North East’s front door, providing a 

platform to celebrate the region’s 

brilliance. 

“We are committed to making sure 

The Sage is an inclusive venue by giving 

access to all, no matter their background.

“We believe it will unlock the huge 

potential the North East has, attracting 

greater investment and innovation.”

And over on Wearside, on the former 

Crowtree Leisure Centre site, Sunderland 

City Council has unveiled what it is 

calling a game-changing showstopping 

addition to the city, which is already being 

transformed before our eyes with projects 

underway and others planned for the 

former Vaux brewery site and Sheepfolds.

The proposals for the former home 

of the Sunderland Chiefs include a new 

10,000-capacity, multi-purpose arena, 

food hall, restaurants, hotel and studios, 

together forming a unique destination 

that officials say will have something for 

everyone and help bring in hundreds of 

thousands of visitors.

The project has already attracted more 

than £20 million in funding from the 

council and the Government, and it will 

move into the advanced design stage if 

the local authority’s cabinet signs off the 

proposed budget for the scheme. 

Councillor Graeme Miller, leader of 

Sunderland City Council, says: “The rate 

of transformation in our city points to the 

level of regeneration we are delivering for 

Sunderland, and this development raises 

that bar higher.

“We set out an ambition to bring more 

experiences to the city as part of our 

Riverside Sunderland investment strategy, 

and you only have to look at the change 

to date in the city centre to see that it is 

more than an aspiration.

“It’s something we’re determined to 

make a reality.”

Culture Report
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IGNITING 
   a new 
     CULTURAL 
 FLAME

Feature: Tamsin Austin

www.sunderlandculture.org.uk/our-venues/the-fire-station

@FireStationSun
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The £18 million transformation of the century-old derelict former fire service 
headquarters in the centre of Sunderland is more than money well spent. It is an 

investment for Sunderland’s cultural future and the opportunity to play on the 
world stage. Award-winning architects Flanagan Lawrence, which designed Sage 
Gateshead, has created another gem, inside and out, for international performers 

and local audiences to embrace. Next door to Sunderland Empire, and nestled 
between The Peacock and the Dun Cow, two of Sunderland’s oldest and grandest 
pubs, The Fire Station is ready to step from the shadows to bring new music and 

new experiences to a very fresh clientele. Inside the impressive Edwardian building 
– adorned with repainted original fire station symbols and complete with extension 

– the old engine forecourt has metamorphosed into a bar and restaurant, with 
studios and heritage exhibition space upstairs, and a main auditorium capable of 

hosting an audience of 550 seated and 800 standing. And after finally opening 
its doors for the first time at the end of last year, Colin Young meets the woman 

handed the task of putting the venue on the world live music map.

TAMSIN AUSTIN

Words by Colin Young

Photography by Christopher Owens

Feature                                                Tamsin Austin

@FireStationSun                            www.sunderlandculture.org.uk/our-venues/the-fire-station
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4Tamsin Austin was head of 

contemporary music at Sage Gateshead 

for 17 years.

She helped build the glistening 

riverside venue into an iconic setting 

for the world’s finest musicians and 

performers. 

And now she’s ready to do it all over 

again in Sunderland.

Because the temptation to take a new 

role in the cultural quarter on Wearside, 

and start afresh in a new venue to put 

the city on the international music and 

entertainment map, proved too much for 

Tamsin.

And it was a cycle ride into Wearside, 

through the Tyne Tunnel, from her home 

in Wallsend, that persuaded her to make 

the brave decision.

“I wanted to get a sense of what 

Sunderland is like,” she says.  

“I know the north of the Tyne really 

well, but I didn’t know Sunderland at 

all, so I thought, ‘I’ll get on my bike, ride 

around a bit and see how it feels’.

“And it felt like a hidden gem. 

“I remember cycling home via Roker 

beach and up to Shields, and it was just 

beautiful. 

“I am quite a fan of second cities, 

because I grew up on the outskirts of 

Stockport – not Manchester – so I know 

there is a big difference. I’ve always liked 

the underdog.

“Since Sunderland went for UK City of 

Culture in 2017, and didn’t get it because 

Coventry did, a head of steam has 

developed through all the partners in the 

city who deliver culture.

“The formation of Sunderland Culture 

as a catalyst for change in the city and 

partnership model to deliver culture 

is really exciting and there are a lot 

of people really invested in making a 

positive change.”

When she saw The Fire Station for 

the first time, Tamsin was greeted by a 

building site. 

Add in the ongoing pandemic and 

supply issues, and it would be another 11 

months before she was handed the keys 

as venue director.

Which just happened to be on opening 

night...

Born in Stockport and brought up on 

Dylan, Baez and Mitchell in the Peak 

District by her folk musician parents, 

Tamsin was among the final intake of 

Northumbria University performing arts 

students.

She joined Kathryn Tickell on tour, not 

as a fiddle player, which is her forte, but 

selling t-shirts from the merchandise 

stall and later lived with the singer in 

Newcastle, getting a job at the Riverside; 

she saw early Oasis. 

Tamsin, who is deaf in her left ear 

and partially lost some of her hearing in 

her right ear after contracting german 

measles as a baby, started at Sage 

Gateshead as music programmer.

Her task was to attract renowned 

artistes to a new venue, in a place many 

had never heard of - which may sound 

familiar...

She says: “You’d be on the phone to 

international agents who might know 

where Newcastle was but had no idea 

where Gateshead was. It took time 

before the phone started ringing.

“Gateshead appears regularly on tours 

now and that’s what we’re looking to set 

up with Sunderland. But it takes time.

“That first year in Gateshead took 

real hard work, piling down to London 

for meetings with the right people 

to establish that reputation and 

gradually, as we started to make things 

happen ourselves, people started to take 

notice. 

“I’m hoping Sunderland will go the 

same way.”

Sunderland Culture appointed Tamsin 

venue director in February 2021 and, just 

as she was 17 years ago, she was handed 

a blank piece of paper. 

Only this time, it was somewhat larger.

“When I was head of contemporary 

music, the focus was on the programme, 

so this has been a whole new challenge,” 

she explains.

“I’m venue director, so I’m overseeing 

everything.

“It was a blank page for every aspect 

of the business and operations, so it’s 

been a learning curve but one I’ve really 

enjoyed.

“I felt I was ready for a change and a 

new challenge. 

“I was at the Sage from the beginning, 

so I had experience of going into a new 

building and setting up a contemporary 

programme from scratch. 

“I just thought I could do it all again 

but here in Sunderland. 

“I did get some jokey comments from 

old music industry colleagues who 

thought I was going to work for the fire 

service, like, ‘are you going to be flying 

down poles?’

“And I think some people were 

surprised I’ve gone to a smaller venue, 

but I said, ’yeah, but look at it, it is 

beautiful’, and a lot of the fun stuff 

happens at this scale.

“We can do 550 seating and 800 

standing. It’s quite intimate, which is 

lovely for the artist and audience. I like 

this scale.

“We’re a small core team of nine and 

I love working with all of my Sunderland 

Culture colleagues - they are really 

creative and hardworking and love 

making things happen and making 

people and artists happy. It’s a great 

environment to work in.

“But what also attracted me to this 

spot is that it’s at the heart of a hugely 

creative hub.

“We have the Peacock next door, 

which holds about 200 and there’s the 

Empire next door with 2000. 

“And there’s great independent venues 

on the doorstep like Pop Recs and 

Independent, all with inspiring people at 

the helm.

“Sunderland has a fantastic music and 

performing arts scene and some great 

artists at its heart. 

“I’m really excited to be working with 

creative people right across the city to 

help develop the current – and future – 

generations of musicians. 

“There’s great potential within this 

cultural quarter to run festivals across 

the auditorium and both pubs, and we’re 

Feature                                                Tamsin Austin @FireStationSun                            www.sunderlandculture.org.uk/our-venues/the-fire-station
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developing a new parade ground at the 

back with an alfresco bar and outdoor 

stage, so we can have concurrent indoor 

and outdoor stages.

“It is the perfect combination of 

spaces to showcase local, national and 

international talent.

“I’m a real believer in collaboration and 

having a real can-do attitude if you want 

to make something happen.”

It’s that attitude which has seen Tamsin 

through the last two years, including 

putting together her new team without 

actually meeting them, while home 

schooling boys Jim, 13, and Louis, ten, 

and walking English pointer Luca.

“I built the team on Zoom,” she says. 

“It was just bonkers. 

“Starting a new job to open a new 

venue within a few months, putting a 

team and a programme together, while 

overseeing a building programme and 

developing a business plan, while home 

schooling two boys and walking a 

geriatric dog; just crazy really!

“And then the building itself. 

“It was like going from seeing a one-

dimensional architect’s plan on a piece 

of paper or presenting it on screen for 

months on end, to suddenly being inside 

this incredible hi-tech, hi-definition 

four-dimensional, amazing venue almost 

overnight.

“It was a fantastic feeling.

“I absolutely love the look and feel of 

it, and feel so privileged to be working 

here.” 

The opening programme Firestarters 

– which runs to June – will feature more 

than 40 artists across every genre and 

combinations of genres imaginable, and 

opened with Kathryn Tickell and The 

Darkening, and special guests The Lake 

Poets, in December.

It was a memorable opening night, and 

day...

Tamsin says: “For those first few gigs 

I went for people I had a really good 

working relationship with. 

“I know Kathryn really well, and I know 

Marty from The Lake Poets and Royal 

Northern Sinfonia and Peter and David 

from Field Music, so I knew if anything 

went wrong they wouldn’t be too hard on 

us, and we could negotiate.

“I felt very reassured, especially that 

first night with Kathryn.

“She knew we were brand new, but 

because of the pandemic, her band 

hadn’t rehearsed for months, and she 

hadn’t had chance to rehearse with 

Marty, although they’d worked together 

before.

“We got the keys at 11am and I gave 

them a room to rehearse in at noon, but 

almost immediately the alarm company 

needed to test the fire alarms, so they 

were going on and off the whole time 

they were in. 

“I went in and said, ‘I am so sorry’, and 

she was slightly grim faced and said, ‘no, 

it’s fine’, through gritted teeth. 

“I rang Barry Hyde at the Peacock and 

asked if he had a rehearsal room. He very 

kindly came to the rescue, and they got a 

couple of hours of rehearsal in.

“Somehow, I wasn’t stressed at all – it 

was really strange. 

“I was calm all week and had this 

feeling of calm the whole day from the 

moment they handed over the keys. I just 

rode through it. 

“I thrive on live events, but it was a bit 

weird.

“We were all absolutely gagging for it. 

“We all work in events; it’d been two 

years and we were desperate to make 

things happen.

“Our opening date had already moved 

several times, Omicron had started to 

take over and a lot of tours had been 

cancelled, but we held our nerve.

“We were determined to open for the 

sake of all the artists who had worked so 

hard preparing, and the audiences who 

were so excited to attend.

“However, we knew audiences were 

taking a risk coming out, so we wanted 

them to feel safe and welcome.

“We knew it would be the shot in the 

arm everyone needed; to have audiences 

in and artists on stage and people 

enjoying themselves, so we just went 

for it; we tested lots of genres in that 

first run of events to see how audiences 

reacted and what worked.

“It was a great ride.

“The highlight was walking out on 

stage on the first night and just saying, 

‘welcome to The Fire Station.’ 

“That was like, ‘oh my God, we have 

finally opened the building’.

“I did that every night for five nights 

and it got more real every time. 

“It was a glorious launch day, we 

moved a few things outside to make 

people feel safer, however, we had sell-

out audiences and people in the building 

and it felt wonderful; I just thought, ‘this 

is what we do’.

“It didn’t feel like an impossibility 

anymore.”

The Fire Station also played host to 

one of only three shows Emeli Sande 

performed in January – with the star 

bringing an unusual entourage.

“Emeli brought all her family,” Tamsin 

says. 

“There were loads of kids running 

around backstage, her mum was here, all 

her extended family, it was fantastic. 

“It was really special to have Emeli 

here.

“She’s a world-class artist who was 

born in Sunderland; it was so nice 

to see her, and it was a high-quality 

Feature                                                Tamsin Austin @FireStationSun                            www.sunderlandculture.org.uk/our-venues/the-fire-station
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performance that looked and felt 

beautiful.

“The audience were absolutely thrilled 

to be there – we could have sold it out 

three times.”

The Fire Station was built with 

substantial financial support from the 

National Lottery Heritage Fund, Arts 

Council England’s Capital: Large 

Grants programme, and a 

£1.38 million grant from the 

Government’s Culture Recovery Fund. 

Sunderland City Council also provided 

generous and valuable support, as did 

other funders, such as the Garfield 

Weston Foundation, the Catherine 

Cookson Charitable Trust, the Foyle 

Foundation, the Wolfson Foundation, the 

Backstage Trust and the Sir James Knott 

Trust.

After the opening programme, and 

with the venue continually testing and 

upgrading its systems, Tamsin already 

has plans for the rest of the year and, of 

course, way beyond.

Large parts of the schedule are blank, 

which is just how Tamsin and her new 

team like it. 

And the best part of the challenge 

now, is to fill it.

Tamsin says: “The thing about 

programming arts and music is that it 

sounds really fun, but it can also be very 

frustrating waiting to hear back from 

artists and agents.

“There is definitely that audience we 

want to bring into Sunderland to show 

them what we can do, but it is also 

important that the city feels ownership, 

and everyone feels there’s something 

here for them.

“Across the region there are very 

culturally engaged people and we want 

to elevate Sunderland to attract higher 

level artists and put it on the map so 

there’s somewhere new to travel and see 

great performances.

“I’m my own worst critic in terms of 

getting it right. 

“I always have a big, long hitlist and I’m 

constantly updating. 

“I’m a big 5am thinker and I’ll wake up 

and write things in my notebook.

“People think you can just pick up the 

phone and get who you want but that’s 

definitely not the case. 

“It’s really competitive and persuading 

artists to come to a new venue is tough, 

especially in a pandemic, but that’s the 

challenge we’re relishing.

“I feel we are in phase two now. 

“We’re in the building, settling in and 

learning things – like how do we turn 

the heating on and off, and where is that 

ventilation switch?

“And the reaction from the public 

when they’ve seen the building has been 

wonderful. 

“I feel really pleased people seem to 

have taken it to their hearts already. 

“I’ve had no ‘what a waste of money’ 

comments. Instead, it has been ‘this is 

what Sunderland needs’.”

She adds: “I was in Gateshead when 

the Baltic was opening and there was 

lots of energy around development and 

investment, so I lived and breathed the 

energy you get when everyone’s driving 

and pushing to boost an area culturally.

“It felt really exciting, and I feel that’s 

now happening in Sunderland.”

Feature                                                Tamsin Austin
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OVER THE COURSE OF THE LAST TWO YEARS, 
students from across the region have had to adapt to 

new ways of learning as schools and colleges adhered 

to the unpredictable changes imposed by the COVID-19 

pandemic. 

As the world of remote learning was thrust upon 

teachers and students, reducing disruption within the 

core curriculum was paramount, and delivering quality 

careers education became more challenging. 

The Careers & Enterprise Company revealed a 

notable decline in employer engagement opportunities 

and schools struggled to achieve the Gatsby 

benchmarks. 

However, the easing of COVID-19 restrictions has 

brought with it the return of face-to-face student 

engagement and business collaboration. 

And for 2022’s National Careers Week, which takes 

place in March, a group of North East businesses have 

joined forces to re-introduce a long-established careers 

programme.

Award-winning employability programme Building 

My Skills (BMS) has made its return to schools 

following a 20-month hiatus. 

Founded more than ten years ago by Esh 

Construction, Ryder and Arup, the careers information 

and employability skills programme has been 

relaunched with the support of OneVoice – a regional 

collaboration seeking to drive positive change in the 

construction industry.

The everchanging career landscape and widening 

skills gap brings with it the need for a fresh perspective, 

and BMS is no exception. 

The 2022 programme sees long-serving business 

partners return and an influx of new businesses join 

to deliver quality careers guidance to more than 

1900 students from 12 North East Local Enterprise 

Partnership area schools in Durham, Gateshead, 

Newcastle, North Tyneside, Northumberland and 

Sunderland.

Students in years ten and 11, as well as sixth form 

learners, will receive three timetabled workshops in a 

condensed version for the 2021/22 academic year, and 

an interview and opportunities day will round off the 

programme in June.

During the workshops, business speakers will offer 

an insight into their sector, their own career pathways 

and employability skills they value. 

Construction_
Advertising feature_Esh Construction

Building for the future

With face-to-face learning returning to classrooms in earnest following the effects of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, Esh Construction, alongside fellow co-founders Ryder and 
Arup, has re-introduced the Building My Skills employability programme. Supported 
by the regional construction sector’s OneVoice strategy, the scheme will see 
businesses work with education providers to nurture the workers of tomorrow.

www.eshgroup.co.uk 
@esh_group

Esh 
Construction
 -
If you are a 
business wanting 
to get involved 
in the delivery 
of Building 
My Skills, or a 
school interested 
in joining the 
programme, visit 
buildingmyskills.
education for 
more information.
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Sessions aim to raise aspirations, change perceptions 

of certain careers and showcase lesser-known roles.

Further reflection will be offered in the form of 

checkpoint tasks in leadership, business, design and 

creativity, technology and productivity, which students 

will complete to build up their employability portfolio.

Darush Dodds, corporate affairs director at Esh 

Construction, says: “Since its conception, BMS has 

provided more than 2000 free, high-quality workshops 

to in excess of 50,000 students. 

“We took our time during the pandemic to reflect on 

a decade of delivery and fine-tune certain aspects of 

the programme.

“The combination of the pandemic subsiding, 

revived interest from long-standing business partners 

and the opportunity to partner with OneVoice provided 

the perfect opportunity to relaunch our new model 

ahead of a full roll out from September.

“Programmes which bring together business and 

education are integral in helping students make 

informed decisions about their future and develop 

employability skills that all employers value.”

To bolster the programme, which is being delivered 

by 24 business speakers, a digital platform has been 

developed to enhance the student experience and 

engage a much larger digital cohort. 

Participants can access programme resources and 

make use of additional materials, which include advice 

and experiences of young people employed in partner 

workplaces.

Nik Turner, executive director at Believe Housing and 

chair of OneVoice People Group, adds: “The OneVoice 

construction strategy aims to provide an inclusive 

culture within the North East construction sector with 

the themes of climate, people and value underpinning 

our aims. 

“We believe it is important we continue to retain, 

reward and celebrate our existing people; however, it 

is essential we also attract new people into the sector 

too.

“BMS provides a perfect opportunity for young 

people to gain valuable insight into the fabulous 

opportunities that construction provides. 

“Our sector is exciting, innovative and ever evolving; 

we hope to utilise BMS as the conduit between industry 

and students, to showcase the varied roles we offer and 

to become the sector of choice for young people taking 

the first steps on their career paths.”

Returning business partners include Accenture, 

North Wealth Management, North East Times, 

Mediaworks, Lloyds Bank and Turner & Townsend, 

while new partners include Northumbrian Water 

Group, Bowmer & Kirkland, Gleeds and Believe 

Housing. 

All businesses will be part of the interview and 

opportunities day later in the year, where 300 

interviews will be arranged and further opportunities 

offered in the form of workplace visits, work 

experience, apprenticeships and jobs. 

Planning is now underway to expand into the Tees 

Valley and roll out the programme into more schools for 

the next academic year. 

Darush adds: “Prior to the pandemic, enrolment 

figures peaked at 40 establishments, and we are keen 

to grow our school and college numbers again to allow 

more students to access high-quality careers guidance 

from real business guests.” 
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MARCH MARKS THE TWO-YEAR ANNIVERSARY 
of our life with COVID-19 and, looking back, the legal 

landscape has changed dramatically, both in how we 

work together as a business internally and how we 

work with our clients. As a firm, we have had to adapt 

while also helping our clients to adapt.

We have been supporting our clients across the 

region throughout the pandemic, helping businesses 

in the North East and beyond realise their potential 

through the challenging times faced in the past two 

years.

For the North East as a region, our economy has 

been fortunate to recover more quickly than other 

parts of the UK. By the end of 2021, the region’s 

economy had recovered to 98.5 per cent of its 2019 size 

– the second-fastest recovery, just behind Yorkshire 

and the Humber. 

The North East’s mergers and acquisitions market 

followed the same trajectory, being among the UK’s 

quickest to recover from the effects of COVID-19. 

Our North East corporate team is proud to have 

contributed to this recovery, ranking as the region’s 

number one legal adviser in terms of deal value for 2021 

according to Experian’s report. 

Renowned for the quality and complexity of our 

transactions, longstanding client list and international 

reach, we set ourselves apart from other corporate 

teams in the region with our track record of delivering 

private equity and public company transactions.

We have hopefully come through the worst of 

COVID-19 and the challenges it has brought to 

businesses, particularly when it comes to completing 

transactions, but we are proud to have been able to 

adapt and continue to deliver for our clients in the 

region and contribute to its economic recovery. 

The transactions we are seeing demonstrate 

the strength and resilience of the North East 

business community to continue to be courageous 

and progressive in the face of adversity, and also 

the increased appetite of investors, locally and 

internationally, to back our region’s leading businesses.

The recent report from Experian allows us to reflect 

on many of the deals in which we supported thriving 

local businesses over the past year, including John 

Parker and Christiaan Ashworth, on the sale of END 

Clothing; pharmaceutical and biotechnology company 

Arcinova, on the sale of the business to Quotient 

Sciences; and the sale of Northumberland Cottages to 

PE-backed Sykes Holiday Cottages.

Our Newcastle-based team continued to serve 

some of the most prestigious clients in the region, 

advising major companies such as Grainger, innovative 

companies including challenger bank Atom and many 

of the region’s best known privately-owned businesses, 

such as British Engines and Tharsus.

Other notable transactions we are delighted to have 

helped include advising Nestware (sister company to 

Carpetright) on its acquisition of Carpet & Flooring 

(Trading) Limited; the recent merger of communication 

agencies Different and Narrative Integrated 

Communications to form Different Narrative; and the 

buyout of Nigel Wright, bringing it back into 100 per 

cent ownership of its management team.

It is fantastic to see this activity cutting across 

various sectors in our deals community, supporting a 

range of transactions, from early-stage seed-capital 

Law_
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At the forefront of driving 
the region’s economic recovery 

As Newcastle-based law firm Womble Bond Dickinson’s corporate team celebrates its 
position at the top of Experian’s North East legal adviser rankings by deal value in its 2021 
mergers and acquisitions report, partner and head of corporate Ben Butler reflects on last 
year and the challenges and opportunities for the corporate team in its Tyneside office. 

www.womblebonddickinson.com/uk
@WBD_UK

financing and start-up support, delivered through our 

WBD Accelerate programme, to multi-million-pound 

private equity investments.

As well as the most recent accolade in Experian’s 

mergers and acquisitions report, our Newcastle-based 

corporate team was shortlisted for a variety of awards 

at this year’s Insider North East Dealmakers Awards, 

including corporate law firm of the year, having advised 

on more than 50 transactions with a combined value of 

circa £1.5 billion; and deal of the year, for transactions 

including the sale of award-winning independent 

retailer Psyche to retail giant Frasers Group. It’s 

fantastic to see our efforts in supporting the North East 

business community have not gone unnoticed.

Our robust and diverse track record is certainly what 

sets us apart from other law firms, but I am proud to be 

able to say it is the strength of our team which allows 

us to continue supporting local businesses to thrive.   

 We have immense pride in our deep North East roots, 

with Newcastle remaining our largest office. It is home 

to more than 450 partners and colleagues, who are 

committed to playing their part in the future prosperity 

of the region. 

With our strong regional links and transatlantic 

reach, we are looking forward to continuing to 

support businesses of all sizes as we emerge from 

the pandemic, utilising our extensive resources and 

our membership with Lex Mundi (the world’s leading 

network of independent law firms) and combining it 

with first-class sector expertise. 

Our team is ready to continue to help drive the 

economic recovery of the region and enable our clients 

to deliver on their regional, national and international 

growth ambitions.

Law_
Advertising feature_Womble Bond Dickinson

Womble Bond 
Dickinson
-
For more infor-
mation about 
Womble Bond 
Dickinson’s cor-
porate team, and 
how it could help 
your business, 
visit www.wom-
blebonddickin-
son.com/uk

To read more 
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ian ranking, visit 
www.experian.
co.uk/content/
dam/marketing/
uki/uk/en/pdf/
experian-miq-
ma-report-uk-
roi-q1-2021.pdf

Ben Butler, 
partner and head 
of corporate
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in Newcastle and Darlington, is focused on further 

extending its reach.

He says: “It has been an exceptionally busy time for 

us, and I am delighted by the progress we’ve made. 

“We have a very clear sense of direction, are 

delivering at pace and constantly innovating. 

“And I’m quite certain the best years are still to 

come. 

“We have our biggest ever pipeline of acquisitions, 

meaning we are likely to open another five to ten local 

offices by the end of 2022.”

A key facet in Perspective’s ongoing success, says 

Ian, is absolute dedication to a ‘clients come first, and 

we come second’ approach, which he says is proving 

a compelling proposition both for its existing 23,000 

clients and those coming from recently-acquired firms, 

with average client retention rates exceeding 95 per 

cent.

He says: “We are a grounded firm, and we offer 

clients value for money through being professional, 

efficient, maintaining a low cost-base and investing in 

best-in-class technology and cybersecurity. 

“And our whole-of-market approach provides clients 

with advice that serves their best interests.

“Against a backdrop of increasing demand for 

ethical and ESG funds among clients, and rising 

concerns about inflation and relatively low interest 

rates, which will inevitably erode the real value of cash 

holdings, we are setting the standard of excellence for 
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Acquisition milestone strengthens 
Perspective’s growth outlook

www.pfgl.co.uk
@perspectivefgl

A FINANCIAL PLANNING FIRM’S “BEST YEARS ARE 
still to come” as it presses on with expansion plans, its 

boss has told North East Times.

Ian Wilkinson, chief executive at Perspective 

Financial Group, says new acquisitions are paving the 

way for an “exciting growth journey”.

As North East Times went to print, the rapidly-

expanding business was expecting to conclude a 

number of deals for firms based across the UK – which 

will include a landmark 50th acquisition.

And Ian says such is the company’s momentum that 

he expects it to open up to ten further offices by the 

end of 2022.

Perspective, which has run major operations in the 

North East for more than 35 years, including time 

under its former name Rutherford Wilkinson, has 

grown significantly over the last two years following 

major capital injection from CBPE Capital LLP in late 

2019. 

In the period since CBPE’s financial commitment, 

Perspective has acquired a raft of firms including 

Warwickshire’s Beanland Financial Services and 

Canterbury’s St Lawrence Investment & Pension 

Solutions, as well as companies in Wiltshire, 

Warrington, Oxfordshire and Bury, which have helped 

add more than £1 billion assets under management.

Furthermore, they have lifted Perspective’s 

headcount to well in excess of 250 staff.

However, Ian says the company, which has offices 

Momentum is everything in business. And nowhere is that maxim being better played out 
than at Perspective Financial Group. The firm, which has major operations in the North East, 
is targeting further market expansion through a number of acquisitions that will include its 
50th deal. Here, Steven Hugill hears from Perspective chief executive Ian Wilkinson on its 
future plans.

Perspective 
Financial 
Group
-
Operating 
from offices 
across the UK, 
including bases 
in Newcastle 
and Darlington, 
Perspective 
Financial Group 
provides advice 
and support 
across retirement 
planning, later 
life and long-term 
care planning, 
inheritance tax, 
investments, 
trusts and 
corporate 
planning.

With more than 
80 highly-
qualified 
advisers and 
well-resourced 
paraplanning and 
administration 
support, 
it delivers 
specialist, 
expert financial 
planning advice 
that covers the 
most complex of 
circumstances for 
individuals and 
companies.

If you would 
like to talk to a 
member of the 
Perspective team 
to better plan 
your finances, call 
0191 217 3340 or 
01325 289400.

financial planning as a profession.

“This professionalism is also proving very relevant 

for owners of smaller, established financial planning 

firms who are at, or near, the point they wish to retire, 

and are genuinely seeking a successful future for their 

firm, clients and staff.

“They comment that we stand out because we truly 

believe and deliver ‘clients come first’, rather than just 

saying the words.

“We are very often the acquirer of choice and 

continue to seek further good opportunities.

“They see the combination of retaining their local 

office and staff where appropriate, lifting some of the 

compliance burden from their shoulders and access to 

the resources and security of a larger organisation as 

very attractive.”

And Ian says this reputation leaves Perspective 

well placed to grow, which, in turn, will create more 

employment opportunities.

He says: “We are a very scalable business and see 

significant opportunities ahead, given the strong 

and growing demand from individuals of all ages 

for bespoke and reliable advice about their finances 

including pensions, tax efficient savings, long-term 

care funding, investment management, protection, 

equity release and mortgages.”

He adds: “And what it means too is that we continue 

to attract, develop and retain some of the best talent 

in the sector.

“We have excellent career opportunities for great 

people at all levels who want to be part of our exciting 

journey.”

Finance_
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“We have excellent career 
opportunities for great people at 
all levels who want to be part of 

our exciting journey”

- Ian Wilkinson
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From the darkest days it has ever known, 

to the brink of what could prove to be 

one of its most successful years.

Fewer sectors have been hit by the 

pandemic as hard as travel and tourism.

VisitBritain estimates nearly 

£180 billion has been lost in UK tourism 

spend since the health crisis began.

Losses to the global industry in the 

first year of the coronavirus crisis, as 

travel restrictions, closed borders, 

cancelled flights and quarantine rules 

took hold, were an estimated 

£3.5 trillion. The same World Travel & 

Tourism Council report also claimed 

more than 62 million people lost their 

jobs in the sector across the globe in 

that first 12 months.

And, of course, it has had a monstrous 

impact on the airline sector – wiping out 

nine years of profit, the International Air 

Transport Association reported at the 

end of last year – after surpassing more 

than £175 billion in losses.

But after writing to the Government 

at the turn of the year, the industry 

received approval to reopen the 

departure gates and fire up the jet 

engines, just in time for last month’s half-

term holiday period.

Words by Colin Young

Taking off again
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Flights of fancy
The global travel industry found itself grounded for a great deal of the last 
two years. But things are beginning to take off again. With restrictions 
relaxing, holidaymakers are dusting off their passports and scouring the 
market once more. Here, Colin Young looks at the changing environment 
and how increasing demand is fuelling the progress of a travel agent and 
adding new momentum to a luggage maker and supplier.

4There can surely be fewer clearer signs 

the travel industry is getting back off its 

knees than hearing Dame Irene Hays on 

the airwaves again.

And to the delight of the head of 

Sunderland-based Hays Travel, clients 

are ditching their laptops and phones to 

book their 2022 holidays in person, with 

more than half of them new customers, 

compared to 19 per cent three years ago. 

“They want to speak to a human being, 

they want to get to know them, they want 

to make sure that they’re getting the best 

advice before they book,” said the owner 

of one of the country’s most well-known 

travel services.

“But they also need to know that 

somebody will be there for them while 

they’re on their holiday and when they 

return.”

Ultimately, people are ready to travel 

and spend some money again.

The signal for Dame Irene to take the 

call from Radio 4’s Today programme 

at the start of last month was the 

Government’s announcement, after 

lobbying from airline bosses, to lift travel 

restrictions and testing rules from this 

country in time for the recent half-term 

holidays. 

Destinations across the globe have 

relaxed the rules too.

As a result, travel agents saw interest 

and bookings reach pre-pandemic levels, 

with Hays Travel reporting a ‘huge spike’ 

in the week it was announced rules for 

testing would be scrapped for the fully 

vaccinated from mid-February, and rules 

for arrivals not fully vaccinated were also 

being eased.

Brits are sticking to the old favourites 

in Spain, Portugal, Turkey and Greece, 

but there has been significant demand for 

long-haul winter sun destinations, such 

as Sri Lanka and the Caribbean, and a 34 

per cent increase in cruise bookings – 
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resulting in an average price booking of 

just under £500.

Airline Jet2, which operates out of 

Newcastle International Airport, reported 

a 30 per cent surge in bookings for Spain, 

Italy and Portugal after the testing and 

self-isolation policy for people arriving in 

England was dropped. 

The North East is well served for 

flights, with planes filling the schedules 

again at Newcastle and growing 

numbers returning to the skies over the 

reinvigorated Teesside International 

Airport.

On water, cruise ships continue to sail 

to virtually every holiday destination in 

the world from the mouth of the River 

Tyne.  

“The travel industry has responded 

very well to COVID-19 and put in place 

safety measures to ensure people feel 

safe when they go abroad,” says Dame 

Irene.

“Providing people are able to look 

after their health and comply with the 

arrangements in resorts and returning to 

the UK, then the sky’s the limit. 

“The latent demand is enormous, so as 

long as there are no more constraints, it 

could be a fantastic year for travel.

“People just want to spend more on 

themselves, they want to go all-inclusive 

and they want to stay a little bit longer. 

“In the last week of January, we were 

back to the same levels of bookings as we 

were in January 2020.”

The reopening of the borders, and 

closure of testing facilities, has also had 

a positive impact on another established 

North East business with a certain 

reliance on a vibrant travel market.

Modrec International, based in North 

Shields, is one of the oldest specialist 

luggage companies in Europe, having 

supplied a comprehensive range of travel 

bags, holdalls, fashion bags, backpacks, 

business cases, purses, wallets and 

leather accessories for more than half a 

century.

Director John Lightfoot says the 

company has had to deal with the 

pandemic on top of Brexit, which led 

to uncertainties on export rules and 

increased documentation requirements, 

as well as causing unprecedented 

worldwide supply chain issues and a 

slowdown in sales.

It has also had to contend with a 

seismic shift in shopping habits, reveals 

John, which has led to Modrec to see 

a huge increase in online sales and has 

prompted the launch of a B2C website 

containing a new range of goods made 

from European leather.

Furthermore, the company has taken a 

fresh look at manufacturing, which means 

packaging for a new range of leather 

accessories is being made in the North 

East and completely carbon free.

He says: “Department stores have 

always been the perfect fit for our 

products – both in multi-site department 

store chains and independent stores.

“We have supplied to virtually every 

department store in the country, but with 

more than 80 per cent of these stores 

disappearing from the high street in five 

years, a major rethink has been needed.

“While the decline of these stores 

was well underway pre-pandemic, the 

change in habits during the pandemic has 

changed the landscape for good. 

“This has meant we must now look at 

ways to directly attract customers, rather 

than using the ‘pull’ of the bricks and 

mortar stores to get products seen.

“Combining all of these factors, this 

unprecedented shift in the business 

environment has meant that all 

companies have had to reassess their 

strategies and activity.

“Price has, for many years, been the 

key factor driving consumer purchases, 

a trend brought about by the exponential 

growth of the Chinese manufacturing 

sector and much of retail moving to low-

quality products at a lower price.”

Another key focus of the business, says 

John, is sustainability, with the company 

Report Travel

taking measures to dramatically reduce 

its carbon footprint.

He says: “Here at Modrec International, 

it has always been important that issues 

such as sustainability and ethical sourcing 

are not seen as hurdles when faced with 

the consumer expectation for cheaper 

goods, and we are now seeing customers 

demanding sustainability and product 

quality, rather than simply the lowest 

price.

“The vast majority of our products 

were sourced in China or India pre-

pandemic, but we were already looking at 

ways of reducing the impact of such long-

distance sourcing.

“During the course of the pandemic we 

found suppliers based in Europe, so that 

by the end of 2022 over half of products 

sold by Modrec will not have been 

sourced in China.

“This reduction in sea miles is 

accompanied with a focus on using 

factories which are compliant to the 

highest ethical standards of manufacture, 

as well as the use of more sustainable 

materials in our products and packaging.”

And John reveals the business will 

soon be announcing a new license 

partnership with one of the world’s 

biggest sustainable fashion brands and a 

new travel bag, which is predominantly 

made from recycled material.

He adds: “We are now directing the 

shift towards having a large percentage 

of Modrec products and packaging 

produced in Europe, working towards 

reducing product miles and increasing 

product sustainability.

“Now that holiday bookings are 

returning to pre-pandemic levels, 

following the recent drop of testing for 

the fully vaccinated in the UK, we can’t 

wait to share our innovative plans that 

we have been working on throughout this 

time.

“We are ready to unpack the past two 

years’ worth of planning this year.”

Travel Report

John Lightfoot
Director
Modrec International

“Now that holiday bookings are 

returning to pre-pandemic levels, 

following the recent drop of 

testing for the fully vaccinated in 

the UK, we can’t wait to share our 

innovative plans that we have been 

working on throughout this time.

 “We are ready to unpack the 

past two years’ worth of planning 

this year.”
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Ready for 
take-off

Leon McQuaid
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Newcastle International Airport is coming back to life. For too 
long, with the effects of the pandemic, it’s been a shadow of 
itself. Now, though, with measures on travel lifted by countries 
across the world, the region’s largest airport is emerging from 
the darkness of COVID-19 to get the North East flying again. 
And as Colin Young discovers, one man has been putting his 
time over the last two years to good use to ensure Newcastle 
has the routes to make that possible.

4When Leon McQuaid sees the first 

post-pandemic marriage proposal at 

Newcastle International Airport’s arrivals 

gate, he’ll know life is getting back to 

normal.

“The number of times I’ve walked 

out of my office and seen something 

happening,” says the site’s new director of 

aviation development.

“That is what I love about this job 

– everyone has a different reason for 

travelling. 

“I’ve walked out of the offices and 

seen someone on one knee with flowers; 

banners ready and a group cheering 

someone coming home, as we had after 

the Olympics; stag and hen parties going 

out – and coming in.

“When we launched a new route with 

Lufthansa a couple of years ago, a guy 

was juggling balls as he came off. I just 

thought, ‘we’re all unique!’.

“When that first wave of holidays is 

checking in at three in the morning, there 

is excitement and a buzz. 

“And then you get people coming back 

who’ve forgotten the North East is the 

temperature it is, especially at night, and 

they land in shorts and a vest, and you 

can see them freezing.

“Some days are busier than others, but 

that’s the contrast of stepping out and 

seeing activity, compared to hearing your 

own footsteps echoing round the place.”

His final line is a reference to the 

silence that engulfed the airport building, 

and runway, over the last two years, as 

the pandemic restricted movement from 

our homes, never mind entire nations.

Leon, who was promoted to his new 

role at the turn of the year after seven-

and-a-half years in the department, 

admitted there have been times when the 

airport has been unrecognisable from the 

travel hub that has been his place of work 

for more than 15 years.

“I came in to get a new screen one day 

in late 2021,” he recalls. 

“It was just before things started 

coming back; there had been a few flights 

in that morning, but that was it.

“When we had the ash cloud in 2010, 

the airport was still open, but nothing was 

flying for two days. 

“I got out of my car, and I couldn’t hear 

a thing. 

“The pandemic felt like that. 

“It was weird; when you’re here and it’s 

empty, it doesn’t feel right. 

“An airport’s not an airport without 

people – passengers are its lifeblood.

“It was surreal, and I remember thinking 

to myself, ‘this isn’t right, we need to do 

something about this; I better crack on 

and get the airlines back in’.” 

And after two years of uncertainty and 

worldwide travel restrictions, the airport 

is filling up with passengers ready to start 

making memories again.

With increasing numbers of countries 

lifting the restrictions, North East 

travellers flocked to the airport during 

the February half-term break; and as 

those limitations decrease further, 

indications are that Easter will continue 

the momentum.

And, thanks to Leon, his department 

– including senior aviation sales 

executive Laura Hartshorne and aviation 

development manager Chris Ion – and the 

wider airport team, Newcastle is ready to 

reach the skies.

Many of us will be familiar with the 

McQuaids’ working from home story.

“For five months I hardly saw my wife 

as we passed each other on the steps 

juggling home-schooling and work,” says 

Leon.

“It was tough, and the last couple of 

years have been a test. 

Words by Colin Young
Photography by Christoper Owens

Feature                                              Leon McQuaid @NCLAirport                            www.newcastleairport.com



7372

“You’re responsible for having airlines 

at the airport, and as time went on, 

we didn’t have any as they’d stopped 

operations. 

“It ebbed and flowed. 

“I was working 4am to midday, then 

eight to midnight, not sleeping much. 

“The laptop was always there, and I 

sometimes plonked myself on the stairs to 

cram some work in.

“Eventually, I had to have something to 

keep my mind off work, so I went full-on 

and ended up re-doing the whole back 

garden – landscaping, fencing, the lot – it 

took four-and-a-half months around work 

and spending time with my family.  

“But it was an opportunity to look 

ahead, to think about, once everyone was 

back, where we needed to be and what 

we had to navigate to get there.

“The only way was up. 

“We’ve done a lot of the right things, 

but things have worked our way as well, 

and I’m really thankful to have my team.”

The fruits of their labours will become 

evident over the coming months, and 

years, as further flights and holidays from 

the airport start to materialise.

The hope is to rebuild to the full service 

levels of 2019, when more than 5.3 million 

people took off from the airport, with 

775,000 connecting to the world via the 

scheduled hub airline services.

And progress to that target was fuelled 

in 2021 when a number of announcements 

and good news stories flew out of the 

airport, with airlines and routes both 

returning.

As they did so, recruitment became 

necessary across the entire operation, 

with hundreds turning up to a drive at St 

James’ Park.

Ryanair has created nearly 500 direct 

and indirect jobs, leading the way with 

a new base this summer with two based 

aircraft, 63 departing flights per week 

and 19 routes in total, including 12 new 

connections across Europe to places such 

as Milan, Riga and Zadar, in Croatia. 

The Canaries are back on the schedule 

with the low-cost airline too.

EasyJet will be competing with Irish 

market rival Ryanair, and is again offering 

a route to Palma de Mallorca five times a 

week.

Feature                                              Leon McQuaid @NCLAirport                            www.newcastleairport.com
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Emirates has begun to restore its 

flagship service to Dubai, with the aim of 

returning to daily flights.

Lufthansa is back, flying into Frankfurt. 

KLM’s route to Amsterdam is operating 

up to four times a day.

Then there’s British Airways, TUI, Air 

France, Eurowings, Aer Lingus, Jet2, 

Loganair... the list of the 16 signed up 

airlines goes on – and naturally, the plan is 

to add to it.

“Ryanair’s investment is significant as 

it brings additional capacity, seats and 

footfall,” explains Leon. 

“Jet2 had seven based aircraft pre-crisis 

and it’ll be nine in the summer peak; TUI 

has increased from three to four. 

“Those three airlines came in with 

significant investment at a really 

challenging time. 

“They’ve invested in belief, demand, 

appetite and the airport, which is brilliant 

because we want to recover, and we have 

choices.

“Emirates has always been seen as the 

flagship. 

“When they moved their return forward 

by a fortnight in October, that was a 

massive boost for us.

“The long-haul service is a fantastic 

product; when we were running daily it 

was really successful and a fundamental 

element for North East businesses, as the 

bottom half of the aircraft takes cargo.

“The export value went from 

£20 million to £350 million post-Emirates 

service, and North East businesses have 

grown around it.”

When your home village’s claim to fame 

is the location for The Railway Children 

film, perhaps it is inevitable travel will 

become an integral part of life.

Leon’s father is a builder, who 

encouraged his son to leave Oakworth, 

near Keighley, West Yorkshire.

“He had a bad back and he said to me, 

‘please do something academic’,” says 

Leon, who went on to study mathematics 

at Newcastle University. 

He worked at Procter and Gamble and 

IBM before landing a role in the airport’s 

finance department in 2006.

He says: “There’s always been a culture 

here of real support and encouragement 

to move through the company, and I tried 

to navigate through where there were 

gaps.  

“I grafted hard and was really well 

supported. 

“I did an accountancy degree because I 

didn’t have an in-depth knowledge of how 

business works in the background, and 
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becoming a qualified accountant helped 

that.

“I didn’t know aviation development 

existed until I came here. 

“I don’t know if anyone ever thinks of an 

airport having someone whose role it is to 

go out and liaise with airlines to get the 

destinations, but that appealed.

“We’re delivering on things the 

passenger might not see, but if your 

aircraft is not on time, it has a knock-on 

effect.

“I work closely with operational. 

“There are technical elements on how 

the aircraft lands and takes off, which is 

almost like a GPS, and you can reduce the 

amount of fuel being burnt, which is great 

economics for an airline and also great 

from a sustainability point of view as we 

become more aware of looking at net-

zero and how we get to those goals.

“It is exciting; no two days are ever the 

same.”

Our airports and aircraft will, for the 

time being at least, still adhere to strict 

coronavirus rules, such as mask wearing, 

but much will depend on the guidance 

from above. 

Any rules will naturally remain under 

review, but every airport will attempt to 

be the safest environment for its staff and 

customers.

Leon says: “Every part of the airport has 

been assessed and we brought out a ten-

point plan to show customers.

“As your senses prick up, you realise 

this is huge infrastructure and it needs to 

work seamlessly. 

“We’ve been hell-bent on managing this 

to come out stronger and build ourselves 

back up. 

“It’s a big beast, which needs aircraft, 

passengers and people.

“People want to check in, get through 

and once they are past security, feel their 

holiday has started; they want food, a 

drink, to do some shopping. 

“That’s a process we all go through and 

behind the scenes everyone’s primed and 

ready to get into the old ways of working 

when we get into the really chunky 

numbers of people coming through. 

“I’m biased, but I love that journey from 

here.”

Pre-pandemic, much of the team’s work 

involved travelling around the world to 

further Newcastle’s cause and put this 

region on the world map. 

As we’ve all discovered, thanks 

to COVID-19, you can sign up for 

conferences online and cope – although 

nothing beats face-to-face interaction.

Leon says: “When I speak to people, 

they always tell me the places we don’t 

go to. 

“Hopefully, we’ll increasingly be able 

to say, ‘well, we do fly there’, and get that 

message across. 

“Any feedback is constructive. 

“We can’t fly to every city in the world 

because you can’t just send out a plane 

with two people on it.

“I want to do well for the airport and 

the North East, and you do feel proud 

when you see people flying out to places 

we’ve worked hard to get. 

“And if we fly to Milan, for example, 

and it starts doing really well, we can look 

at other options – we might be able to 

add the Budapests and the Lisbons, which 

are on the list.”

He continues: “You can be talking to 

airlines for years. 

“You have to build a picture of where 

the demand is and find an airline with the 

right aircraft to make it, that flies once or 

twice a week, or once or twice a day.

“You try to unlock those opportunities 

and make them work as a business and 

convince them of the growth potential.

“My team knows what’s on sale, the 

size of aircraft and the potential and 

historic trends but, with the pandemic, 

we’ve needed more of a crystal ball. 

“It might not reach full potential over 

the year, and ultimately it comes down to 

how full the aircraft are, but I think we’ll 

have a very strong recovery. 

Leon adds: “As a team, we knew we 

were well equipped to see this through, 

and sure enough, here we are.

“And I am genuinely very optimistic for 

our future.”

@NCLAirport                            www.newcastleairport.com
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4Tell us about Universal Wolf and your aims and 
objectives for the business in your new role.

Universal Wolf is an award-winning complex sheet 

metal fabricator with a 50-year heritage in the North 

East. 

Our customers trust us with the toughest 

challenges, whether that’s taking an idea to market or 

delivering against a complex brief. 

Our resilience and positive attitude to deliver for 

our customers is a key difference that sets us apart.

 My role as managing director is to lead the 

continuation of the strong growth that Universal Wolf 

has achieved to date. 

Complex fabrication plays a central and critical 

role in most engineered products, so I see a great 

opportunity in continuing to serve multiple sectors 

and more customers with our deep expertise and a 

distinctive team identity.

I have plans to considerably grow the business 

over the next few years by exploring new revenue 

opportunities while deepening our existing 

relationships with customers. 

A key part of delivering this will be expanding our 

pool of talented colleagues so we can serve new 

demands and continue to stand as a key part of the 

excellent high-value manufacturing sector in the 

North East.

4One of the company’s key taglines is ‘Power 
of the Pack’, which relates to the potency and 
togetherness of its workforce. Just how strong 
is the firm’s commitment to its people, and how 
important is having a tight-knit, highly-skilled and 
motivated team to achieving success?

What we mean when we say we are a pack is that we 

bring the best people together to make great things 

happen. 

When you are our customer, you’re also part of our 

pack, as we’re in this together. 

This allows us to be a partner for the long-term, 

as we run with our customers from start to finish 

through the product journey.

For us, it’s more than work because we’re 

passionate about it and we have an absolute 

commitment to quality – from the people we train to 

the product we deliver. 

This is key to achieving success, as the innovation 

is inspired by a dedication to great work – and to 

each other. 

It’s really important to us that we have the right 

combination of passion, persistence and people, so 

we can deliver work that works for our customers. 

We recruit, train and retain highly-skilled people 

– and it’s great working with a mix of people from 

apprentices just joining the pack, through to people 

with more than 45 years’ service.

The business, and the pack as a whole, is driven 

by a really positive ambition and an appetite to grow, 

develop and continue adding value to our customers.

4You were previously plant manager at Newton 
Aycliffe-based trainbuilder Hitachi Rail. What was 
it like working for the company that has brought 
trainbuilding back to the cradle of the railway? 
And what does the future hold for North East 
manufacturing?’

It has been a huge privilege of mine to be involved in 

North East manufacturing throughout my career to 

date. 

Universal Wolf has a long history in complex 

manufacturing in the North East – and we’re looking 

forward to the next phase. 

It’s so exciting to see new manufacturers investing 

in the region too, including Hitachi Rail, which has 

brought trainbuilding back to its birthplace. 

The North East has such a strong tradition of 

manufacturing, good transport links for road, sea and 

air, really good population centres to recruit from and 

some fantastic schools, colleges and universities. 

With that in mind, I’m really looking forward to 

seeing the next phase of manufacturing develop in 

this region, particularly in Blyth and Northumberland,  

as we blend new technologies and sectors with more 

traditional ones, and seek to digitise and develop the 

next generation of skilled manufacturing colleagues.

Closing this month’s issue of North East Times, Tim Rutter, recently-appointed 
managing director at Blyth-based sheet metal fabricator Universal Wolf, talks 
about his plans for the business – which is part of the Tharsus Group – its 
strong commitment to teamwork and the firm’s place within the evolving 
manufacturing sector.

www.universalwolf.com

@UniversalWolfUK
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