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The magazine you 

read today began life 

in the relative calm of 

February but reaches 

you in a dramatically 

different environment.

When we started 

planning this issue all those months ago, the 

brutal realities of COVID-19 had yet to truly play 

out on the UK’s shores.

However, as the disease’s impact turned 

increasingly seismic, it became clear this would 

be no ordinary production run.

With the landscape rapidly transforming, 

we took the decision to pause production until 

a point where we felt we could truly fulfil the 

magazine’s purpose, which is to celebrate, 

advocate and uplift North East England 

Chamber of Commerce members, and the 

region’s wider business community.

That time has now come.

It is particularly fitting this issue’s focus rests 

upon connectivity, given how the business 

world is beginning to spread its arms again after 

hunkering down against the pandemic.

It has been exciting to meet – and re-visit 

– companies that help make the North East’s 

commercial environment such a vibrant and 

progressive place and play a crucial role in 

connecting the region to the rest of the world.

Nowhere is that more highlighted than 

in our feature on the Port of Tyne – a vital 

global trade gateway at any point in any year 

– which remained operational throughout the 

COVID-19 lockdown period to ensure vital 

supplies continued to flow. Elsewhere, we 

look at Newcastle-based international marine 

insurance group North, which is plotting a 

course for future success while maintaining the 

region’s maritime legacy, and focus on fellow 

Tyneside operator Vero Power, a company that 

is literally providing life-changing connections 

for communities in Zambia.

We also speak to Teesside’s UK Pods and LV 

Shipping about the value of local relationships 

in creating pathways for worldwide expansion.

We are living through what is an undoubtedly 

challenging time, but the message from this 

issue of CONTACT is clear – this region, with 

its determined, highly-skilled and ingenious 

companies and workforces, remains an 

unequivocal channel for future prosperity.

Thank you to everyone who has contributed 

to this edition, and to our partners and 

advertisers who continue to support CONTACT.

I hope you enjoy this issue.

Steven

Hello and welcome to the latest edition of CONTACT.



5

Published on behalf of



6

4 6  I N F L U E N C E  :  C A S E  S T U D Y

PORT OF TYNE

A trusted international trade gateway for 

numerous blue-chip companies, a vital 

support base for the world’s largest offshore 

wind farm and a site for transformational 

carbon change, the Port of Tyne is an 

economic powerhouse playing a crucial role 

in driving forward the North East’s presence 

globally

4 2  T H O U G H T  L E A D E R S H I P

INFLUENCE

Jonathan Walker urges the Government to create a level playing 

field for economic recovery and subsequent growth in the post-

COVID-19 period, and calls for the region’s business community 

to learn from past experiences and take new opportunities to 

succeed

1 6  M A K I N G  C O N N E C T I O N S

UK PODS AND LV SHIPPING

When Middlesbrough’s UK Pods sought an exporting partner to 

support its burgeoning international presence, it connected with 

fellow Teesside firm LV Shipping. Steven Hugill finds out more 

about the alliance and how it is delivering great success

C O N T E N T S

CONTENTS
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3 6  K N O W L E D G E  :  C A S E  S T U D Y

NORTH

Leading international marine insurance group North calls the 

region its home and, with 160 years’ experience of protecting 

shipowners and operators globally, it continues to plot a course 

for future success

2 4  C O N N E C T I V I T Y  :  C A S E  S T U D Y

VERO POWER

As climate change and its subsequent impact on the world 

becomes an ever-increasing area of focus, sustainable energy 

sits as a crucial cog in the wheels of change. Newcastle-based 

solar service provider Vero Power is one company playing its 

part in the drive for a greener future

8 NEWS
Teesside International Airport revives Heathrow link; Nissan hits 

another production landmark; and other news from members

14 CHIEF EXECUTIVE’S WELCOME
Adapting and supporting businesses during COVID-19; 

responding to new figures on the pandemic’s significant impact; 

reminding the Government of its responsibility to the region; and 

a continuing commitment to diversity

56 MEET THE TEAM
As North East England Chamber of Commerce’s global network 

training and network adviser, Jack Simpson provides key 

support to businesses seeking to extend their international reach

5 2  A R E A  F O C U S  :  D A R L I N G T O N

PATRICK MASHEDER

Patrick Masheder combines a career running a health and 

wellbeing venture with a marketing role that ensures businesses 

are in the best shape to prosper. He is also chairman of the North 

East England Chamber of Commerce’s Darlington committee

MORE
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NEWS Chamber member news round-up

Teesside International Airport 
revives Heathrow link

T R A N S P O R T

Heathrow flights have returned to Teesside International Airport 

after more than a decade.

The blue-ribbon service – operated by Eastern Airways – will 

get underway in mid-September. 

The deal restores the airport’s direct connection to the global 

London hub, which ended in 2009 when operator BMI axed 

services. Tees Valley Mayor Ben Houchen, who previously returned 

Teesside International to public ownership, said the new flights 

represent a “massive vote of confidence in our airport.”

He also said they will create significant economic and 

employment opportunities. He said: “We now have flights to one 

of our most-requested destinations; whether people are looking 

to travel for business or pleasure, they now have a range of 

options for getting to London.

“Our airport is much more than just flights though; it is hugely 

important to our local economy and it is playing a key part in my 

plan for jobs. 

“I’ve always said that investment won’t come on a bus, it will 

come through our airport terminal, which in turn will create good 

quality local jobs for local workers.”

Eastern Airways’ Heathrow commitment builds on a previous 

announcement by the carrier earlier this year to launch new flights 

to London City Airport, Dublin, Belfast, Cardiff and Southampton 

from Teesside International.

Tees Valley Mayor Ben Houchen celebrates the return of Heathrow flights to Teesside International Airport



9

NEWS

T E C H N O L O G Y

Saggezza on 
growth trail with 
Salesforce move

A tech firm has launched a new venture 

with a software operator it says will 

catalyse expansion plans.

Sunderland-based Saggezza is 

partnering with Salesforce.

Officials at the business, which 

provides technology support for clients 

including a global investment bank, say 

the endeavour – known as Salesforce 

Practice – will significantly bolster 

services and help it fulfil previously-

announced plans to double its 60-plus 

workforce.

Martin Williams, Saggezza’s UK 

managing director, said: “The UK tech 

sector is revered the world over for its 

innovation and skilled workforce, so 

we’re thrilled the delivery of Salesforce 

solutions for our clients around the 

world will be led by our team in the UK.”

E N G I N E E R I N G

Osbit targets fresh growth after ten-
year milestone

An offshore engineering firm is targeting further success after reaching an operational 

milestone.

Osbit, headquartered in Riding Mill, Northumberland, is celebrating a decade in 

business.

The company is known for its innovative work, which includes a seabed mineral 

collector recently developed alongside Enshore Subsea.

Dr Tony Trapp, executive chairman, said: “I am extremely proud of what Osbit has 

achieved so far, and this is a real tribute to the dedication and talents of our whole team.

“We have always thrived on taking on and overcoming new challenges, and I am 

looking forward to seeing what further impressive feats we can achieve in the offshore 

world.”

E N V I R O N M E N T

New jobs as 
Greenology 
unveils factory 
expansion plan

A waste-to-energy company has 

revealed plans to create 50 jobs as 

part of a factory expansion.

Greenology is building a de-

polymerisation facility it says will help 

transform thousands of tonnes of 

plastic into fuel.

According to the Middlesbrough 

firm’s blueprint, the plant will have the 

capacity to create 3.75 million litres 

of bio-diesel – for use in commercial 

engines – every year.

Director Laura Hepburn, pictured 

right, says the plant will be 

complemented by new buildings, warehouses and offices on the business’ Skippers Lane 

Industrial Estate base.

“We are leading the way globally in transforming problem products into energy,” said 

Laura, who was recently recognised by the Women’s Engineering Society as one of the 

country’s top 50 females for her work around sustainability. 

“If we can continue on this track in Teesside, then we will put this part of the UK 

firmly on the map as somewhere that is committed to tackling the issues around climate 

instability.”

Greenology director Laura Hepburn

Managing director Martin Williams



10

NEWS

Workers at Nissan’s Sunderland plant made more than 500,000 
aprons during the COVID-19 pandemic

Ben Dascombe, Adrianne Baird and Darren Davidson of Route Agency, have won a raft of new 
accounts

T R A N S P O R T

Nissan hits another production 
landmark in apron venture

Sunderland car maker Nissan has recorded another production landmark 

– after making 500,000 plastic aprons for frontline healthcare workers 

during the COVID-19 pandemic.

A 57-strong team of staff volunteers produced the protective 

equipment in less than three months, with the apparatus now in use 

across more than 100 health trusts and care homes in the North East.

Nissan – whose Wearside plant last year became the fastest UK site 

to produce ten million cars – designed and built an apron facility in 

just eight days after answering a national plea for stocks of protective 

equipment.

The company has now handed over production to a team from HMP 

Northumberland.

T R A N S P O R T

Operators 
combine to 
reduce carbon 
and cut costs

Two North East firms working on electric 

vehicle development have joined forces to 

cut operators’ costs and carbon emissions.

Elmtronics and The Algorithm People 

have created a new way for businesses 

to decarbonise fleets while providing a 

charging solution tailored to customers’ 

needs. 

Elmtronics, based in Consett, County 

Durham, delivers intelligent charging 

infrastructure to some of the UK’s largest 

private and public sector organisations.

The Algorithm People provides data-

based analysis of a company’s vehicle 

operations.

Colin Ferguson, chief executive of 

Newcastle-based The Algorithm People, 

said: “By working together, we can provide 

our clients accurate, expert advice on the 

electrification process.”

M E D I A

Route to success as agency secures 
new clients

A media agency has hailed its flexibility after securing new clients during the 

COVID-19 lockdown period.

Route, based at Newcastle’s Generator Studios, picked up work with operators 

such as homeware brand Cream Cornwall as buyers turned to online sales amid the 

pandemic.  

Director Darren Davidson said: “We quickly realised our skills very much 

complimented what many companies are looking for, as they pivot and focus on 

online sales. 

“We offer a consultative approach and that helps us to support the decision-

making process for customers – it’s not just about buying advertising space, it’s 

about helping achieve business goals.”
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Cleveland Bridge UK’s recent projects included a 
crossing on the A13 project

Greggs is rolling out a national digital 
expansion

M A N U F A C T U R I N G

Bridge builder 
defies lockdown 
as activity 
increases

An historic bridge builder has defied the 

COVID-19 pandemic to record higher 

project work.

Cleveland Bridge UK says on-site 

activity increased 40 per cent during the 

first half of the year, compared to the last 

six months of 2019.

Bosses at the Darlington firm say the spike was helped by the introduction of 

new working methods, which allowed it to continue making and delivering its super 

structures across England.

During lockdown, the business installed the last of four bridges to support the        

£79 million widening of the A13 in Essex and completed work on a new road bridge over 

the River Severn in Worcester.

It also made and fitted a 90-metre-long crossing for the Congleton Link Road project, 

in Cheshire.

Chris Droogan, managing director, said: “The significant rise in productivity is a 

fantastic achievement and demonstrates our ability to quickly adapt to the challenges 

presented by COVID-19.”

Since its inception, Cleveland Bridge has built some of the world’s most iconic 

structures.

The group was involved in erecting the Victoria Falls Bridge and in 1911 designed 

Middlesbrough’s Transporter Bridge.

More recently, it supplied bridges for the widening of the A1 in North Yorkshire and 

jungle and rural crossings in Sri Lanka.

R E T A I L

Baker Greggs to 
roll out digital 
expansion

A baker that began life selling eggs 

and yeast to families on Tyneside’s 

streets is launching a nationwide 

digital expansion to stimulate its 

fortunes in the COVID-19 landscape.

Greggs says it will roll out its 

existing click-and-collect and delivery 

services across the UK in the coming 

months.

Bosses at the Newcastle-

headquartered pie and pasty maker 

say their blueprint will help the 

business rebound from COVID-19’s 

trade impact while abiding by social 

distancing rules.

Under the terms of its click-and-

collect service, customers are able to 

order and pay for items online, before 

choosing a shop and a time to pick 

up their food.

Greggs’ delivery option is run 

alongside website Just Eat, with 

consumers able to get snacks sent 

to their door from a listed number of 

stores.

Chief executive Roger Whiteside 

said: “(These) channels can help us 

serve additional customers in a safe 

and effective manner during social 

distancing.”

D I G I T A L

Snack operator eyes growth after 
website work

A healthy snack distributor hopes to bolster trade after enhancing its digital offering. 

Epicurium has introduced a number of new online features it says provide a 

comprehensive one-stop-shop for customers.

Bosses say they hope the changes – which include multiple shopping lists, live 

chat and access to consumer trend insights – will help grow its existing base of 2,500 

independent and multi-site operators.

Ben McKechnie, managing director at the company, which is based in Consett, County 

Durham, said: “What was a simple e-commerce shop is now a portal that matches the 

most helpful features of the leading wholesaler web platforms.”
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C O M M E R C I A L  P R O P E R T Y

Deal takes games developer’s 
presence to next level

A video games developer behind hit international titles has reaffirmed its long-term 

commitment to the North East.

Ubisoft Reflections has signed a ten-year lease on new studio space in Partnership 

House, based in Gosforth, Newcastle.

The deal builds on Ubisoft’s two-floor presence in the business hub, where it employs 

more than 240 staff, and extends its 30-year association with Newcastle.

Investment bosses say the commitment, when allied to a simultaneous re-gearing of its 

existing space, means Ubisoft now occupies nearly 44,000sq ft in Partnership House – a 

footprint representing Newcastle’s largest office letting of 2020 to date.

Giselle Stewart, Ubisoft’s director of UK corporate affairs, said: “This growth will offer the 

scope to build on the studio’s long history in the North East and provide a strong basis for 

our future plans.”

Commercial property advisory firm Avison Young represented Ubisoft in the deal, with 

Lambert Smith Hampton and Knight Frank acting on behalf of landlord Newcastle City 

Council.

Ubisoft, whose North East team has contributed to games including the popular action 

adventure Assassins Creed Syndicate, also runs a customer support centre in Newcastle’s 

Haymarket, which manages enquiries from Europe, the Middle East and Asia.

Adrian Potts, Applied Graphene Materials’ chief executive

Gosforth’s Partnership House

T E C H N O L O G Y

Graphene firm expands reach 

with distribution deals

A firm developing a so-called ‘wonder substance’ has extended its global reach 

with a trio of distribution deals.

Applied Graphene Materials has secured agreements with Belgium-

headquartered Arpadis Benelux NV, the USA’s Maroon Group and Will & Co, 

based in the Netherlands.

Bosses at the firm, based at the Wilton Centre, near Redcar, say the 

partnerships will strengthen its position across the European and North 

American coatings and polymers markets.

Graphene – a form of carbon and a single layer of graphite arranged in a 

honeycomb lattice – is acclaimed by experts for being ultra-lightweight yet 

overtly tough and capable of conducting electricity, despite being as thin as a 

human hair.

Used by paint makers to tackle corrosion, graphene can also be used as an 

additive in lubricants to improve performance.

Applied Graphene Materials last year revealed its product was being used in 

motoring retailer Halfords’ primer.
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T O U R I S M

Telescope plans aim to transform region’s space tourism

An astronomy visitor attraction has submitted plans for a new facility it says will transform North East space tourism and enhance our 

understanding of the universe.

Kielder Observatory, in Northumberland, hopes to create a radio astronomy base, with bosses seeking permission to site a new, five-

metre-diameter, Spider 500 radio telescope.

Radio astronomy is a weather independent observing technique that delivers important observations that have supported the Big 

Bang theory and discovered new objects such as pulsars.

Catherine Johns, chief executive of Kielder Observatory, said the move into radio astronomy would allow Kielder to contribute to 

worldwide scientific studies, attract university research into Northumberland and develop remote outreach activities. 

She added the acquisition and installation of the telescope would be mostly funded by the Tanlaw Foundation.

Brad Groves, Great Annual Savings Group’s chief executive

U T I L I T I E S

Great Annual 
Savings Group aims 
to double workforce

A cost management company has unveiled plans 

to double its headcount.

Great Annual Savings Group, based in 

Seaham, east Durham, says it wants new staff to 

complement anticipated market growth and a 

planned move into new office space.

The business, whose workforce reached 300 

at the start of 2020, helps firms reduce costs 

across areas such as energy, water, telecoms and 

insurance, and has more than 10,000 customers 

across the UK and Ireland.

With operators seeking to cut costs following 

the COVID-19 pandemic, chief executive Brad 

Groves says the firm’s expansion will further 

position it at the forefront of its sector. 

He said: “Great Annual Savings Group is one of 

the fastest-growing companies in the UK and we 

are now increasing that rapid pace even further.

“At a time like this, businesses will be looking 

to reduce their outgoings across the board and 

become more efficient.

“This makes our services more important than 

ever and we need more staff to deliver these 

services to as many customers as possible.”

He added the firm hopes to move into its new 

premises towards the back end of the calendar 

year.
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W E L C O M E

The past few months since the last issue of CONTACT have been 

the most challenging of many of our lifetimes and there is now 

heartfelt relief we are potentially coming through the other side 

of this pandemic.

Throughout our 200-year history, we have had to adapt to new 

circumstances as our members’ needs changed, but the speed of 

the essential shift in our services has been unprecedented.

Within days of lockdown our team worked tirelessly to help 

members who urgently needed PPE or other support, to be able 

to deliver services in their communities.

There has been much use of the word ‘pivot’ for businesses 

alterations during COVID-19.

I think our shift at the Chamber was probably better described 

as a whole 360-degree turn, at great speed, than a relatively 

simple pivot!

I’m delighted to say the hard work in connecting our members 

with those in need was successful and I thank each and every one 

of you who contributed to that work.  

It was most appreciated by the NHS, care sector and everyone 

on the frontline here in the North East.

As well as this practical help, we also campaigned to ensure 

businesses were able to get the much-needed financial support 

from Government and iron out several anomalies along the way.

We also had a £150,000 relief fund sanctioned by our 

Chamber Board to ensure businesses who needed financial 

support were able to access it and remain part of our great 

organisation. 

The fund was a very appropriate opportunity to repay and 

recognise the long-standing loyalty of so many of you, our 

members.

To help employers digest the mountain of information on 

measures during this crisis, we prepared daily digests of the key 

points to ensure everyone knew, at each turn, what finance was 

available and how to access it.

We are extremely fortunate to have close links around the 

world through the British Chambers of Commerce network.  As 

part of moving forward post COVID-19, we arranged webinars 

from other countries whose circumstances are further ahead of 

the UK’s situation.

Our members have been able to hear first-hand accounts from 

colleagues in Hong Kong, Beijing, South Korea, Spain, Germany 

and Belgium.

They were very candid and open about what measures had 

worked and how their businesses got back on their feet.  

One of the most illuminating examples came from Dr Herbert 

Grebenc, a senior leader for BMW in Germany, who stressed 

how important communication was for them, to ensure their 

employees felt safe at work.

These webinars focused on how to recover after COVID-19 

and they couldn’t have been timelier, with our latest worrying 

economic survey statistics. 

These results, the largest independent North East business 

survey, revealed results for the second quarter of the year, which 

were as negative as employers had feared, due to COVID-19. 

Sales for the manufacturing and service sectors fell to record 

lows of -54 per cent and -63 per cent, respectively, far worse 

figures than those reported during 2009’s financial crash.

Cash flow was also at an unprecedented negative level of -48.2 

per cent.

These results show the speed with which this crisis has ripped 

through our businesses. It is a situation compounded by our pre-

existing problems of above average levels of unemployment and 

economic inequality. 

In the Chancellor’s Summer Statement, we had called for an 

economic intervention that recognised these regional disparities 

could be entrenched if they were not tackled urgently. 

Rishi Sunak’s speech contained a number of measures that will 

provide short-term boosts to parts of our economy, but there was 

a significant lack of detail when it comes to long-term action to 

‘level up’ regions such as ours.

We were pleased, however, to hear him acknowledge how hard 

the impact of the pandemic has been, and will continue to be, on 

young people in the early stages of their working lives. Our hope 

is that the measures announced are effective in enabling them to 

be prepared for good quality jobs. 

The £1,000 for people who have been furloughed and due to 

J A M E S  R A M S B O T H A M  C B E  -  C H I E F  E X E C U T I V E

Adapting and supporting businesses during COVID-19; responding to new figures on the pandemic’s 
significant impact; reminding the Government of its responsibility to the region; and a continuing commitment 
to diversity

James Ramsbotham CBE
Chief executive
@NEEChamberJames

Embracing our changing world 
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return to work will help some firms, but 

we are concerned this level of funding will 

be insufficient to make a real difference 

to a business in financial difficulty.

Getting people spending in our great 

hospitality and leisure businesses is 

also essential. This sector remains so 

vulnerable to further lockdowns and we 

would like to see specific support to help 

them become as safe and resilient as 

possible.

If we are going to recover as a country, 

we need to give people reassurance 

the pandemic is under control and that 

they can go back out into the world 

with confidence their well-being is 

safe. This policy then needs to link with 

real benefits that make a difference to 

people’s pockets no matter their income.

As well as Government support, we 

need to be proactive and have been 

in close discussions with our members 

about how we also tackle our recovery 

effectively.  

These ideas are now shaping the 

direction of our work going forward. At 

the heart of our activities and services 

will be fairness, community, opportunity 

and sustainability.  

All of which leads me to the issue of 

diversity. 

In the Chamber we have long-

championed women in business with our 

Inspiring Females programme of events. 

This work around diversity is now being 

broadened to ensure we are supportive 

of our BAME community.  

We believe it is extremely important 

we take this step in support of ‘Black 

Lives Matter’, while acknowledging our 

own history includes a president, John 

G Clarke, who inherited a Jamaican 

plantation before he stepped down. 

At this time, in the early 1800s, our 

members reflected the region, as we do 

now.  

Council minutes from the time show 

there were also a significant number of 

abolitionists on the Chamber Council 

who, I’m proud to say, campaigned 

strongly and successfully against slavery.

Today, while delivering our services 

and campaigns under these guiding 

principles, we will continue to actively 

promote the importance of flexible 

working and mental health well-being.

This has been the cause at the heart of 

our president Lesley Moody’s work on our 

behalf, building on our former president 

John McCabe’s tremendous mental 

health advocacy.

Little did we know when Lesley 

suggested promoting flexible working 

that, half-way through her term of 

office, the whole country would have to 

embrace it to a previously unimagined 

extent.

The findings of a survey into business 

owners’ mental health by chair of the 

Chamber’s Sunderland area Natasha 

McDonough, of MMC, are going to be so 

useful for everyone both now and post-

COVID-19. 

One of the key points of the results 

was the need for peer-to-peer support 

for employers and we will be exploring 

how to help facilitate this for our 

members.

Going forward we know we have 

challenges as a region, but we are very 

well placed to embrace this changed 

world. 

Together we grow stronger – as 

individuals who can get through this and 

as a business community supporting 

each other.
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Look closely at UK Pods’ unique 

apparatus and you open a window into 

the wider world.

Neatly embroidered into every 

one of its specialist safety products 

are insignias – set in the shape of the 

Middlesbrough company’s logo – that 

flag their end destination.

From Britain’s Union colours to 

Australia’s starred ensign and countless 

territories in between, the pennants 

symbolise a business whose worldly 

approach to safety is helping it stitch 

out growth across domestic and global 

markets.

The company, which recently 

moved to Middlesbrough’s Skippers 

Lane Industrial Estate, is known for its 

innovative safety pods.

Dramatically improving the wellbeing 

of vulnerable people in sectors such as 

mental healthcare and education, the 

pods are also becoming increasingly 

prevalent across the police and prison 

services.

For many, the process of physical 

intervention – previously referred to as 

physical restraint – can be frightening 

and painful.

However, UK Pods’ distinctive systems 

– created after undertaking research 

alongside frontline clinical teams and 

health and safety experts – offer an 

advanced solution. 

The products reduce the risk of stress 

and injury, with facets such as inflatable 

head support – which dim echoing 

sounds to create a calming influence 

– and impact vents – which enable the 

product to mould to the contours of 

a person’s body shape – making the 

process of physical intervention a less 

unpleasant experience for the subject 

and for staffing teams. 

With its pods now used by 

approximately 90 per cent of NHS 

mental health trusts, including Mersey 

Care, Surrey & Borders Partnership 

and West London NHS, the business is 

also garnering international attention, 

with clients in Australia complementing 

customers in Asia, Europe and the 

United Arab Emirates.

For director Palkesh Darbar Crawford, 

who runs UK Pods with wife Genevieve, 

such demand is indicative of the firm’s 

pioneering ethos around physical 

intervention, with the company’s 

products offering a cultural shift to a 

previously disparate process.  

“We came to the idea in late 2014,” 

says Palkesh, who formerly worked 

in child and adolescent mental health 

forensics for a local healthcare trust.

“There was a report from the charity 

MIND that looked into the use of physical 

intervention in the UK – it was quite an 

alarming study.

“It found there to be inconsistencies 

in how the process was approached 

and how people dealt with it,” continues 

Palkesh, who is also a trained physical 

intervention instructor.

“There was a big gap between existing 

methods of ground intervention and 

intervention through sitting.

“There needed to be a common 

ground, something that could be 

portability-led and could allow the 

access of certain techniques.  

“We came up with our idea and got 

people to share practices and talk,” adds 

Palkesh.

“We’ve bridged healthcare trusts and 

are now at the centre of an ever-growing 

network.”

With such a strong product portfolio 

in place, the firm – which was shortlisted 

A local partnership 
making a global 
impression
When Middlesbrough’s UK Pods sought an exporting partner to support 
its burgeoning international presence, it connected with fellow Teesside 
firm LV Shipping. Steven Hugill finds out more about the alliance and 
how it is delivering great success

UK Pods
www.ukpodsltd.co.uk
@UkPods

LV Shipping
www.lvshipping.com
@LV_Shipping

M A K I N G  C O N N E C T I O N S
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in the High Growth Business of the Year 

category at last year’s British Chamber 

of Commerce Business Awards – needed 

a distribution partner to maintain its 

momentum. 

It reached out to international logistics 

operator LV Shipping, a fellow North 

East England Chamber of Commerce 

member that counts a Middlesbrough 

base among its global footprint.

The relationship has catalysed UK 

Pods’ reach and assisted in manoeuvring 

the company to the vanguard of physical 

intervention approaches and techniques.

Helping UK Pods export its equipment 

– which is made by a Peterlee-based 

manufacturing partner – Palkesh says 

LV Shipping provides key distribution 

support that allows his business to focus 

clearly on its products and growth plans.

“Our relationship was pretty much 

instant,” says Palkesh, who combines his 

directorial title at UK Pods with that of 

clinical skills consultant.

“They really stood out as a massively 

reassuring partner and have taken a lot 

off our shoulders.

“As a growing business, that has been 

extremely beneficial.”

“This is our lifeblood,” enthuses 

LV Shipping’s company ambassador 

Matthew Ord.

“It is great that we work with some 

of the biggest businesses in the world, 

but it is equally important for us to be 

helping those companies that are on the 

up too.

“It is fantastic to work with a firm like 

UK Pods, which is delivering ground-

breaking change to lives and doing 

that work with an ethos that is from the 

heart,” adds Matthew.

Describing the companies’ partnership 

– which included the delivery of ten 

safety pods to Australia on the day of 

CONTACT’s visit – Matthew says LV 

Shipping’s commitment to clients means 

its team is always available to help, 

regardless of the situation or query.

“We take a holistic approach to 

exporting by understanding what our 

customers want and simplifying the 

process for them,” he says.

“When the phone call comes in, I can 

identify the best person in the team, with 

the right skillset, to improve the process 

for UK Pods.

“There isn’t a silly question when it 

comes to shipping, and Palkesh and 

his team know they can pick up the 

phone anytime and ask for our help,” he 

continues.

“The trick to exporting is not thinking, 

‘will someone buy my product?’ It is all 

about ensuring your products get to 

where they need to be, at the right time 

in the right condition.”

With LV Shipping’s support easing UK 

Pods’ transportation needs, Palkesh says 

the partnership is enabling his business 

to press ahead with renovation plans, 

which will see its new Middlesbrough 

headquarters revamped to include a 

dedicated physical intervention training 

space.  

“Up until now, we have been training 

people in their facilities,” adds Palkesh, 

who had previously operated UK 

Pods out of Middlesbrough’s Materials 

Processing Institute.

“We’ve worked with people like 

Middlesbrough Football Club and 

healthcare companies to increase their 

knowledge, but it will be brilliant to have 

something here.

“We have an exciting future ahead of 

us.”

UK Pods’ Palkesh Darbar Crawford, right, with LV Shipping’s Matthew Ord

Genevieve Darbar Crawford chats to LV 
Shipping’s Matthew Ord
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I
t’s surreal writing this now – considering how, in the 
last issue of CONTACT we explored the future of trade 
through sustainability – just how dramatically the trading 
environment has changed. 

But it’s good to be back, and I hope you are well reading 
this.

I will not dwell on the myriad of issues through COVID-19 but 
will instead look at the dynamic changes in international trade, and 
some lessons learnt to take forward.

It’s strange, the closer we have gotten to our bedrooms, the 
stronger our global connections have become. 

The advent of Zoom has meant we can get global connections at 
the press of a button, with a flexible diary from the comfort of our 
own homes.

At the start of lockdown, the Chamber held a trio of webinars on 
how business can adapt to, and future hurdles of, the COVID-19 
crisis, with global Chambers based in countries such as China, Hong 
Kong and South Korea that were weeks ahead of the UK curve.

A month later, we held another trio on COVID-19 and the future 
UK-EU relationship, with the Spanish Chamber, German Chamber 
and vice-president of BMW, as well as ex-MEP and chair of Brussels 
Chamber Dan Dalton. 

Learning lessons to 
give business the 

best chance of Brexit 
success

With the business world continuing to adapt and flex operations against the enduring COVID-19 
pandemic, Jack Simpson, North East England Chamber of Commerce global network training 
and network adviser, looks at how the virus has changed international trade and calls on the 

Government to use lessons learned from the disease to help shape future Brexit policy 

Jack Simpson
jack.simpson@neechamber.co.uk

@NEEChamberJack

C O N N E C T I V I T Y :   T H O U G H T  L E A D E R S H I P
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We are currently in discussions with 
America, Japan, Ireland and Norway on 
future webinars.

A few months ago this would not have 
been possible, not because we didn’t have 
the connections, but because the logistics 
to get poor Steve from China to fly 18 
hours or so for a morning event – more 
than likely in the summer rain – in the 
North East would be a tough sell.

But this move to digitalisation has, and 
will have, a continued impact. 

It is a cursed romance that 
international trade is steeped in 
traditional practices; files of unending 
paperwork, physical stamps needed at the 
border, travelling long haul in the early 
hours for business meetings.

For better or worse, this has been 
dramatically turned on its head.

One thing that cannot be digitally 
replaced (well, not yet anyway) is the 
movement of goods, which has seen a 
dramatic decline of up to 30 per cent 
across the UK, this coming at a time 
when we are about to embark on the 
greatest trading change of our life, 
potentially in UK history.

We, or at least I, eagerly await the 
upcoming Export Strategy from the 
Government, to see the plan for a future 
recovery and to get more businesses 
trading overseas.

I have found the most resilient 
businesses through this pandemic have 
been those with various streams of 
income, making them less exposed to 
single market shocks.

The Government recently released its 
‘objectives’ for the US, Australia, New 
Zealand and Japan trade talks, and it was 

positive to see the emphasis on small and 
medium-sized businesses and engaging 
them with the opportunities of these 
deals.

Now, I am not sitting here, starry eyed, 
thinking these deals are going to create 
the Horn of Plenty – lockdown hasn’t 
sent me that crazy!

In reality, they will provide little overall 
benefit.

In the US objectives, they estimate 0.16 
per cent growth for the UK economy. 

However, freer trade is a good thing, 
and if we’re able to knock down a few 
market barriers that enable North East 
business to get a leg up, then all power 
to them.

Just make sure that change, and any 
opportunity, is properly communicated 
and promoted to the business 
community. This, for me, has been the 
key lesson for policymakers.

2020 isn’t going to get any easier to 
navigate, as attention turns to Brexit 
preparations for departure on January 1, 
2021.

It sounds simple, but the Government 
must be honest when it comes to these 
changes, to give business the best chance 
of making a success, or just surviving, the 
new trading relationship with Europe.

No Deal, in any scenario, is bad. 
Figures show 60 per cent of regional 

trade is reliant on Europe – we have 
received upwards of £500 million and 
have skills from across Europe flowing 
over the border, which demonstrates why 
the UK Treasury estimates the North 
East will be the hardest impacted region, 
with a GDP growth decline of between 
ten and 15 per cent.

However, it would be even worse if 
No Deal were announced at minutes to 
midnight. 

Caught unprepared, UK trade would 
be slapped with harsh trading barriers, 
restricted movement of people, data 
and services, without any supporting 
apparatus to smooth this over. 

Cue more emergency measures from 
Chancellor Rishi Sunak.

Speaking of Rishi, the Treasury played 
an interesting and integral role at the 
start of lockdown, quickly implementing 
new support measures and, crucially, 
being responsive and reactive to the 
business community.

The Chamber acted, and continues 
to act, as a voice for the regional 
community on COVID-19 to gain some 
key wins.

As we inch ever closer to the 
Brexit cliff-edge, communication and 
meaningful engagement are two valuable 
lessons from the ‘coronacrisis’ we must 
take forward as business starts to make 
sense of Brexit, and a new Global Britain.

C O N N E C T I V I T Y :   T H O U G H T  L E A D E R S H I P

“It is a cursed romance 
that international trade 
is steeped in traditional 
practices; files of 
unending paperwork, 
physical stamps needed 
at the border, travelling 
long haul in the early 
hours for business 
meetings.
For better or worse, this 
has been dramatically 
turned on its head”
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We are living in uncertain times. To 

thrive, we need exceptional leadership 

and we need to bring diverse teams 

together in collaboration. 

Now, more than ever, we recognise 

we are not looking for the great leader 

but great leadership. Great leadership 

is characterised by ethical values, 

forming trusted relationships and 

effectively collaborating with others. 

Great leadership creates sustainable 

organisations navigating through 

uncertainty. 

Organisations that have responded 

well to the crisis caused by the 

COVID-19 pandemic have combined 

technology with an inclusive and human 

approach. They have innovated to meet 

the changing needs of their clients and 

employees. They have remained aware of 

their impact and contribution to societal 

needs. They have recognised that we are 

not all in the same boat. 

We are experiencing a shared 

moment in history but the impacts 

of coronavirus are different for every 

individual. Successful organisations stay 

true to their values and find dynamic new 

ways to respond to the uncertainty. Every 

employee needs to feel included and able 

to contribute.  

Many managers or leaders are feeling 

challenged by the current unprecedented 

public health and economic crisis. Within 

Shaping the future of leadership 
in the North East 

Newcastle University Business 
School has launched new 
Executive Education leadership 
programmes to build effective 
skills in those navigating our 
region’s economic recovery. Dr 
Joanne James explains more

A D V E R T I S I N G  F E A T U R E :  N E W C A S T L E  U N I V E R S I T Y  B U S I N E S S  S C H O O L

Dr Joanne James, director of executive 
education and Organisation Futures, and the 

academic team
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Newcastle University Business School 
go.ncl.ac.uk/executiveeducation

a few weeks, we were thrown into new 

work practices: social distancing, remote 

working and video calls. The most 

seasoned of leaders may have asked 

themselves ‘am I able to do this?’  

At Newcastle University Business 

School, world-leading researchers 

consider the challenges facing business, 

society and the environment. They 

also consider the role of leadership in 

shaping a sustainable future. The current 

pandemic has amplified the emerging 

trends, from digital innovation to leading 

through ambiguity.

We have combined interdisciplinary 

themes of the Future of Work and 

Leading on Leadership to create 

Executive Education programmes that 

help today’s leaders navigate these 

challenging times.  

For these programmes, we are 

looking to recruit the next generation 

of responsible leaders. Leaders play an 

especially important role today as we 

turn our attention to the recovery of the 

region and consider how best to tackle 

longstanding inequalities of the North 

East. We are committed to supporting 

individuals who are not afraid to 

challenge the status quo and ask difficult 

questions about what kind of society and 

economy we want to create.

We aim to attract students from 

all sectors whose organisations or 

role directly addresses or contributes 

to challenging one of the key UN 

Sustainable Development Goals. The 

diversity of our cohort is central to 

our philosophy of a challenging and 

developmental learning space for all our 

students and to reflect the regional social 

and economic landscape in the North 

East.

Our programmes will create a 

community of leaders facing diverse 

challenges with the support of academics 

and thought leaders from policy and 

practice. Learners will bring their real 

world context and create new solutions 

through critical thinking, reflective 

practice and stimulating dialogue. The 

programmes will build resilience and 

confidence for both the leaders and their 

organisation as they navigate into the 

future.

Now open for applications for our first 

cohorts to start in October 2020, our new 

part-time Executive MBA and Strategic 

Leadership MSc programmes are 

designed specifically for leaders to study 

while working, with a blended learning 

approach of online synchronous learning, 

work-based and on-campus, which 

adhere to social distancing requirements. 

Both programmes are available 

through a Degree Apprenticeship 

route, which allows funding through 

the apprenticeship levy or access to 

Government funding for non-levy paying 

organisations such as SMEs. 

We also have scholarships available 

to support students from the North East 

whose work reflects the UN Sustainable 

Development Goals, particularly 

inclusivity and social justice. Our third 

programme, Coaching and Mentoring 

MSc, will start in September 2021.

“Now, more than 
ever, we recognise 
we are not looking 
for the great leader 
but great leadership. 
Great leadership is 
characterised by 
ethical values, forming 
trusted relationships 
and effectively 
collaborating 
with others. Great 
leadership creates 
sustainable 
organisations 
navigating through 
uncertainty” 
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“The difference these systems can make to a community is 

something, at times, that you just cannot put into words.”

Paul Chester has a point.

Just how do you begin describing the incredibly 

transformative change that Vero Power is delivering to African 

communities?

Pausing for a moment, he glances to his right but returns his 

gaze with a suitable adjective still out of view.

Craig Morgan, the business’ chief executive and co-founder, 

finds it an equally tricky predicament.

Sitting at the front of the Newcastle-based business, the duo 

has witnessed first-hand the smiles and the joy for which their 

work is responsible.

However, such experiences make describing its effect no less 

difficult. 

It is, instead, a picture – as the old proverb attests – that 

provides a palpable insight into their endeavours.

This one shows a solar power system installation team at the 

conclusion of a recent Zambian school scheme.

Stood in a row, the sextet of men have their arms raised aloft 

in unison and their fists clenched with satisfaction as smiles 

begin at the corners of their mouths.

They stand on scorched earth, the hard, brown soil speckled 

with small tufts of vegetation.

Juxtaposed against their surrounds sits a row of modern 

solar panels.

Here, in this one picture, is the crux of the story; the toil of 

the present day for the prosperity and growth of tomorrow.

Creating greener futures is at the cornerstone of Vero 

Power’s mission.

Based in Newcastle’s St Peter’s Basin, the company – which 

has already supported numerous communities across Zambia 

and Kenya – designs, builds, owns and operates innovative 

renewable energy systems.

In an ever-evolving world, where an estimated 1.4 billion 

people still live without access to electricity, the company’s 

low-cost, flexible solar services provide crucial constancy as 

climate change alters lands and the outlooks of their populace. 

Supplying energy through a unique, scalable plug-and-play 

framework, which allows customers to access power 24 hours 

a day via a ‘pay-as-you-go’ mobile smart metering system, 

the business is a crucial bridge that unites rural, off-grid 

communities.

But it goes a step further still.

The firm’s team of Vero Heroes – local people employed 

from surrounding villages and towns – train consumers upon 

installation, supply energy efficient appliances and provide 

tutelage on how best to accelerate the productive uses of their 

power supply.

It all means that firms can operate efficiently, that clinics 

have provision to deliver vital medical treatment, that farmers 

have support to grow crops and that youngsters have the 

right environment to flourish at school and find subsequent 

employment.

“We are a project developer and we approach each 

community with a bespoke solution,” explains Paul, who is chief 

operating officer at Vero Power.

“Essentially, this allows us to ensure the customer is provided 

with the power they need now but which can flex as their 

needs grow.

“We’re not your typical mini grid developer or solar home 

system provider; a lot of what we do is scoping out power 

requirements and carrying out preliminary work,” he continues.

“We survey and speak to people and determine what they 

want and need, which comes down to things like how many 

lightbulbs are needed for a room.

“Determining things like that help make projects work.”

This approach is no better highlighted than in Zambia, where 

Vero Power is helping plug the country’s vast rural population 

into new electrical connections.

Providing the power to light 
up a greener future 
As climate change and its subsequent impact on the world becomes an ever-increasing area of focus, 
sustainable energy sits as a crucial cog in the wheels of change. Newcastle-based solar service provider Vero 
Power is one company playing its part in the drive for a greener future. A business whose local roots are as 
strong as its global social conscience, it is helping connect and improve the lives of people in rural African 
communities. Steven Hugill speaks to Vero Power’s Craig Morgan and Paul Chester to learn more about the 
venture

Vero Power
www.veropower.africa
@theVeroPower

C O N N E C T I V I T Y :  C A S E  S T U D Y
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Having forged strong links with UK-based charities, such 

as Promoting Equality in African Schools (PEAS) and On Call 

Africa, as well as local authorities, the business is catalysing 

great change.

Previously installing a system in the country’s Central 

Province, which now provides power to classrooms, seven 

teachers’ homes and pupils’ dormitories, it recently supplied 

equipment for a new Northern Province educational 

development.

With On Call Africa – a venture founded by a group of 

Glaswegian doctors that oversees the growth of health services 

in Zambia – Vero Power is putting electricity into two medical 

clinics.

Additionally, Paul and Craig have submitted a new match-

funding grant application that, if successful, would support the 

building of four small container kiosks located next to four rural 

health clinics with On Call Africa support.

Capable of being erected in any community, it would 

initially offer refrigeration, ice-making and water purification/

disinfectant production facilities. Furthermore, should they be 

successful, the duo say they will look to extend the project and 

work with locals to determine additional income generating 

productive uses that could operate out of the solar kiosks.

In a country whose hydro power stocks have been impacted 

by severe droughts over recent years and whose rural drinking 

water and toilet facilities remain somewhat basic, Craig says 

Vero Power’s solar solution offers much-needed robustness to 

meet future healthcare demand.

“It is a very difficult and a very different lifestyle in Zambia,” 

he says. 

“About 90 per cent of the country’s national grid comes 

from hydro-electricity, but the picture is changing because of 

climate change.

“It is a vicious circle; Zambia shares the Kariba Dam with 

Zimbabwe, but it is very low.

“There are 12 million people living in rural locations, with 

only four per cent having any connection to electricity, and a 

lot of them are subsistence farmers who rely on the yields the 

seasons leave them.

“In those areas, you have many cases of malaria, and people 
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using water pumps and latrines can also 

spread disease; there is going to be a 

huge rush to electrify clinics because 

they don’t have the resources at present 

to cope.

“The people of Zambia haven’t 

caused climate change, but they are 

bearing the brunt of it.”

With such a dramatically shifting 

picture, as global warming raises 

temperatures and affects seasonal 

change, Craig says Vero Power’s 

delivery of clean, reliable energy 

is providing a crucial intervening 

apparatus.

“The initial cost of renewable energy 

– solar PV and battery systems – is 

more expensive up-front,” he says.

“You can buy a cheaper, diesel 

generator, but you’ve then got to fuel it 

(and transport the fuel) and the running 

costs are much higher than solar 

because you have to maintain parts.

“People think of solar panels as a 

silver bullet, but the system has to 

be robust and that is where our offer 

is strong because we can remotely 

monitor them,” he continues.

“We deliver cohesive projects, 

working alongside communities 

and suppliers, to fulfil civic need 

and progress towards sustainable 

development goals.

“Our offer facilitates multifaceted 

dynamic change, productivity, inclusion, 

entrepreneurship and diversification.”

Like so many businesses, Vero Power 

– which counts work with Sunderland-

based flexible solar film developer 

Power Roll among its projects – was 

impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic.

Indeed, when Prime Minister Boris 

Johnson unfurled his lockdown blanket 

to shield Britain from the virus, it left 

Paul and Craig grounded.

The duo had been due to fly to 

Zambia to install a project and attend 

an energy access conference but, as the 

disease spread further, they were forced 

to revise their plans.

However, rather than viewing the 

situation as a negative, Paul says the 

period has helped refresh the business’ 

outlook.

Bolstered by a Government-

guaranteed COVID-19 Bounce Back 

Loan that has supported cashflow – so 

vital to future project grant schemes – 

the company has also been helped by a 

heightened focus on medical clinics as 

the virus places increasing demand on 

already stretched health teams in rural 

areas.

“COVID-19 has had an effect on us 

but things are still moving forward,” 

says Paul, who also reveals the business 

has worked with Sunderland-based RTC 

North to gain ISO accreditation across 

the quality, environmental and health 

and safety disciplines.

“It has impacted on scoping projects, 

but we were all set up with remote 

working last year – it is just the climate 

now,” he continues.

“On the flip side, we have pivoted a 

little bit in the short-term.

“Medical clinics – and the 

electrification of them – is a hot topic 

and something that is at the head of the 

energy access space.

“They were always on our horizon, 

but they are front and centre now as we 

go forward,” he adds.

With that, Paul and Craig head off 

to continue the groundwork for future 

projects.

As they can attest, it isn’t a 

straightforward exercise to describe 

the impact of Vero Power’s systems in 

words.

However, with the company’s 

increasingly strong position in a 

marketplace where sustainability forms 

a crucial component, expect there to be 

much more to talk about in the future.

“In those areas, you 
have many cases of 
malaria, and people 
using water pumps and 
latrines can also spread 
disease; there is going 
to be a huge rush to 
electrify clinics because 
they don’t have the 
resources at present 
to cope. The people of 
Zambia haven’t caused 
climate change, but 
they are bearing the 
brunt of it”
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From September 2020, the college will offer a Level 2 

Engineering in Offshore Energy qualification for 16 to 18-year-

olds at a new facility at Port of Blyth, supported by Port Training 

Services, the training division of the Port of Blyth.

The facility, which will be located at the port’s South Harbour 

terminal, will include bespoke classrooms and a state-of-the-

art engineering workshop. It will provide students with the 

opportunity to learn in a real-world environment surrounded by 

major offshore engineering companies.

The Level 2 course will provide an essential platform of 

knowledge, understanding and applied skills around the design 

and construction of structures used in the oil, gas and energy 

industry through a mix of theory and practical work, alongside 

work placements. The student experience will be enriched by the 

broad industry links in and around the port.

Joanne McManus, associate principal at Northumberland 

College, says: “It is estimated the UK will need 1.8 million fully 

trained workers in the engineering industry by 2025, and 

our new course will offer young people excellent training 

opportunities and career prospects in a fantastic location.

“We are excited to deliver this new course and support 

bridging the skills gap within the North East and the wider 

industry.”

Port of Blyth is considered to be one of the UK’s leading 

offshore energy support bases as well as an important strategic 

hub by many shippers looking to serve northern England and 

Scotland. Port of Blyth chief executive Martin Lawlor says: 

“We’re delighted to see Northumberland College roll out the new 

Level 2 engineering qualification from their facility at the Port of 

Blyth. It provides another opportunity for local people to access 

training that will help tackle the skills shortage faced by many 

offshore energy engineering businesses located in Blyth and the 

surrounding areas.

“In addition, it provides real opportunities for new entrants to 

the renewable energy sector, which is set to grow significantly in 

the region over the coming years.”

For adults who are looking to update their skills, advance their 

careers or seeking employment due to the COVID-19 pandemic, 

Northumberland College will also be delivering a range of 

flexible learning courses including CV writing, job search and 

interview skills, as well as maths and English. Qualifications in 

adult social care, retail and customer service, warehousing and 

storage will also be available.

The new curriculum developments at Northumberland College 

are in addition to its multi-million-pound investment programme, 

which will further contribute to local economic growth and 

prosperity of the region.

Northumberland College merged with Sunderland College 

in March last year to create Education Partnership North East, 

one of the largest college groups in the UK. The ambitious 

investment programme includes student welfare, student 

experience and skills training as the main focus of the project. 

The new developments will transform the college into a modern, 

careers and skills-focused centre for school leavers and adults in 

Northumberland.

For more information about Northumberland College and its 

extensive range of courses, visit www.northumberland.ac.uk

Northumberland College 
launches new engineering 
course at Port of Blyth to fill 
the skills gap
Northumberland College has launched a range of new engineering and employability courses to meet the 
skills needs across the North East and support growth in the local economy

Education Partnership North East
www.educationpartnershipne.ac.uk

A D V E R T I S I N G  F E A T U R E :  E D U C A T I O N  P A R T N E R S H I P  N O R T H  E A S T
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A
s I write this, it’s 150 days since I took my last face-
to-face meeting, and 22 weeks since I was last in 
the office.

The speed with which we adjusted to that has 
been one of the more mundanely remarkable 

things about all this, buried amongst the host of heroically, 
fearlessly remarkable things that have characterised the efforts of 
our NHS, social care and other frontline staff to keep the country 
afloat.

In normal times, the scale of the shift to homeworking would 
represent a huge cultural change.

According to the Office for National Statistics (ONS), prior to the 
crisis just 1.7 million people – about five per cent of 32.6 million in 
employment – worked from home regularly, and just 30 per cent 
said they had worked from home at all.

Then came coronavirus, and by April in the midst of the national 
lockdown, 46.6 per cent across the UK and 49.1 per cent in the 
North East did at least some of their work from home.

Across Chamber membership I heard of call centres being run 
from coffee tables, property portfolios managed from kitchen 
counters, and even legal teams representing clients in court from 
their back bedrooms.

Homeworking: Another 
front in the battle against 

regional and social 
inequality

Arlen Pettitt, North East England Chamber of Commerce knowledge development manager, 
looks at the rise of homeworking amid the COVID-19 crisis and how, behind the stories of workers 

pivoting their daily lives, stands a story of inequality that must be addressed

Arlen Pettitt
arlen.pettitt@neechamber.co.uk

@NEEChamberArlen

K N O W L E D G E :  T H O U G H T  L E A D E R S H I P
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The circumstances forced the kind 
of shift that would have taken years 
previously by requiring businesses to bring 
remote working out of the ‘too difficult’ 
column and into the ‘business critical’ one.

But, the truth for many is that it was 
achieved in a haphazard way, using the 
first available solution and not with the 
kind of strategic planning required to 
make it sustainable.

And so, if homeworking is going to take 
on an increased role for the foreseeable 
future – and all the public health signs 
suggest it will need to – then many 
organisations will need to look at it again.

Staying connected, both literally 
through the technology and figuratively 
through maintaining a team culture and 
momentum, will be a huge challenge.

As always, there are some structural 
issues to address.

High speed internet access is the most 
obvious – take enough video calls and 
you’ll soon be able to have a fair guess at 
where in the region someone lives based 
on the quality of their broadband.

Housing is another – not everyone is 
fortunate enough to have a spare room, or 
a study, or even a dining room or kitchen 
table to work from. Many living at home 
or in shared houses have found themselves 
seeing out lockdown from their bedrooms 
or sofas.

When it comes to developing and 
connecting a team, keeping the wheels 
turning in the short-term is one thing, 
but integrating new recruits, replicating 
the creativity of team working or the 
informational osmosis of being together 
are completely different matters.

There’s also the inevitable topic of the 
UK’s regional divides.

Once again, the numbers speak for 
themselves – 49.1 per cent of those in the 

North East were doing some work from 
home in April, but 57.2 per cent of those 
in London were.

The reason for this is obvious – the 
industrial make-up of the UK regions 
mean that some have a greater proportion 
of professional services roles where 
working from home is possible, and 
others more manufacturing, engineering, 
retail, leisure and hospitality roles where 
homeworking is difficult or impossible.

Dig a little deeper, as the ONS have 
done in their figures looking into 
coronavirus and homeworking, and there 
is a simple rule of thumb: the more you 
earn and the more qualified you are, the 
more likely you are to be able to work 
from home.

This has been as much a social policy 
crisis as a public health one (in too many 
ways to get into here) but the ability (or 
lack thereof) to work from home appears 
to cut across many of them.

Clearly, it is just one risk factor when 
faced with something like coronavirus, 
and the least deprived are always likely to 
lead longer, healthier lives.

But the pandemic has drawn that into 
razor sharp focus. 

The death rate from coronavirus 
among the least deprived decile of the 
UK population was 63.4 per 100,000; 
among the most deprived it was 139.6 per 
100,000.

We need to ask ourselves as a nation 
whether we are comfortable with a 
scenario which leaves our most deprived, 
our low earners and those with lower 
educational attainment, more exposed to a 
public health crisis.

Businesses can’t find the answers alone 
– even if we were just talking about their 
employees – we’ll need the Government to 
act to build resilience too.

K N O W L E D G E :  T H O U G H T  L E A D E R S H I P

“Once again, the 
numbers speak for 
themselves – 49.1 per 
cent of those in the 
North East were doing 
some work from home 
in April, but 57.2 per 
cent of those in London 
were”
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34 When Neil Gardiner, co-founder and chief executive of 

GiveToLocal, described his grand vision for an ambitious 

organisation at last December’s national launch, the sense of 

enthusiasm and excitement was palpable. 

Hosted by Google-backed GoCardless, at the recurring 

payment provider’s expansive central London headquarters, the 

event shone a light on a unique service built to deliver significant 

and lasting change to grassroots sport clubs across the UK. 

National journalists mingled with international footballers 

and world-class cricketers as Neil outlined plans to transform 

the community sport landscape and bring together corporate 

partners and SMEs to support volunteer-led teams, their players 

and coaches.

“The launch event was a huge success and everyone left there 

feeling incredibly positive,” explains Neil. 

“Of course, nobody could have predicted what would happen 

a few months down the line. 

“The coronavirus pandemic has been devastating for 

grassroots sport and GiveToLocal had to pivot at an early stage 

in order to meet the needs of local communities struggling to 

cope with lockdown and its knock-on effects.

“We changed the way we work - and who we work with - to 

such an extent that we’re now actively helping more than 50,000 

grassroots teams across 15 sports. We’re expanding our North 

East-based team at a significant rate and appointing regional 

representatives across the UK.

“It’s clear that coronavirus will continue to impact upon local 

communities for some time yet but we’re in a position to ease 

the potentially difficult transition back to normality.”

GiveToLocal started out as a service designed to create 

additional income for grassroots football clubs. Teams were 

encouraged to sign up via the organisation’s website and access 

a user-friendly application, which brought together donors and 

sponsors. 

“Donors pledge as little as £3 per month and SMEs can offer 

entry level support from £8 per month,” explains Neil.

“Donors help the teams by committing to regular direct debit 

payments. In return they can access offers from local businesses 

and we connect those businesses to a community built around 

grassroots sport clubs.

“The football clubs loved the concept from day one but it 

became clear in April that we needed to help more sports if at all 

possible. 

“That was always part of the long-term picture but we brought 

forward our plans and moved as quickly as possible.

“We launched the #InspiredToGive campaign and opened up 

our service to eight additional sports.

“We had support from former Newcastle United forward Les 

Ferdinand, England and Durham bowlers Steve Harmison and 

Mark Wood and the world champion swimmer Adam Peaty.

“Four months down the line and we are supporting 15 sports 

and working alongside numerous national governing bodies and 

county Football Associations to ensure grassroots teams across 

the country can look forward to a brighter future.”

Central to GiveToLocal’s vision is fostering effective 

relationships with corporate partners. A series of national and 

regional agreements have been rubber-stamped this summer 

and the North Tyneside-based organisation has become 

the latest member of the North East England Chamber of 

Commerce. 

The appointment of David Broom as GiveToLocal’s head of 

corporate relations proved to be a pivotal move - as did the 

decision to partner with established regional publisher North 

East Times.

“I’ve joined GiveToLocal to lead a national team that can 

develop our corporate partnerships, both regionally and 

nationally,” says David, who spent the best part of a decade 

managing sales for Irish building firm Moy Materials.

“We are finalising plans for the creation of a 12-strong 

corporate team focused on connecting businesses to grassroots 

sport and rewarding both sides in the process. 

“We have shown corporate partners how they can make a real 

difference to those local communities struggling to cope with the 

fallout from the coronavirus pandemic.

“And our partners now sit at the heart of a national network of 

like-minded organisations working towards a position of mutual 

benefit.

GiveToLocal’s 
ambition 
to support 
grassroots 
sport gathers 
pace
GiveToLocal is a rapidly expanding national 
organisation rooted in the North East and its 
mission to build effective business partnerships 
linked to community sport is gathering pace

GiveToLocal
www.givetolocal.com
@GiveToLocalUK

A D V E R T I S I N G  F E A T U R E :  G I V E T O L O C A L
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“Our friends in the worlds of sport 

and media are key to the success of 

that network and we have a number of 

exciting plans for future events.

“Working with the Chamber and North 

East Times is also hugely important and 

something we were always keen to do.

“GiveToLocal might have a national 

remit but our roots are in the region and 

always will be. We are based in the North 

East and proud to represent a part of the 

country synonymous with supporting its 

local communities.”

John Duns, director at North East 

Times, was equally keen to formalise a 

relationship that began with GiveToLocal 

using the publication’s renowned reach 

to connect with a wider corporate 

audience through a six-page feature 

earlier this year. 

“GiveToLocal provides businesses 

and individuals with a unique platform 

to help sports clubs and organisations 

across a wide range of activities 

including football, cricket, rugby, 

basketball, athletics and many more,” 

explains John.

“North East Times is an independent 

regional publishing business that sees 

the value of a close relationship between 

business and sport.

“Many sports clubs could not survive 

and thrive without local business 

support. This partnership is a great fit.”

James Ramsbotham, chief executive 

at the North East England Chamber of 

Commerce says: “We are delighted to 

welcome GiveToLocal to our membership 

and appreciate hugely their commercial 

support of our publication, CONTACT.  

“The whole premise of GiveToLocal - 

helping to build sports communities in 

our region - resonates with our own work 

on behalf of the business community. 

Both of us have the aim of ensuring the 

North East has a chance to thrive, even in 

these challenging times.  

“Their work to help finance and build 

grassroots sport is outstanding. We wish 

them every success and will support 

them in every possible way to build their 

networks.”

In another move which demonstrates 

GiveToLocal’s dual commitment to the 

North East economy and the region’s 

grassroots sport community, the 

organisation has announced a major 

partnership with Newcastle Eagles 

Basketball Club.

The UK’s most successful basketball 

team will carry GiveToLocal branding on 

their vests and both organisations will 

work together to promote health and 

wellbeing through community sport.

“This is the ideal fit for Newcastle 

Eagles and everyone at the club is 

excited to be working with GiveToLocal,” 

adds the club’s owner and chief 

executive Paul Blake. “When it comes to 

community sport our aims and ambitions 

align perfectly and I’m convinced we can 

do a lot of good work together.”

Neil adds: “Newcastle Eagles is a 

mainstay of the North East’s sporting 

and business community and has been 

for more than 20 years.

“It’s a privilege to be partnering with 

Paul and the team and I share his sense 

of optimism. 

“The Eagles and their Foundation 

have a track record for enhancing 

communities and working tirelessly to 

improve the mental and physical health 

of thousands of people across the North 

East.

“This relationship has huge potential 

and fits the bigger picture as far as 

GiveToLocal is concerned.

“We are here to challenge the 

perception that Corporate Social 

Responsibility (CSR) spend and 

marketing spend need to be two 

separate things. 

“From the outset we have designed 

a solution that adds value to the 

businesses that choose to support their 

local community by partnering with 

GiveToLocal.

“Through our reach, our sporting 

partnerships, our media and press 

relations and our proactive corporate 

partnership team, we are perfectly 

positioned to create a community of like-

minded businesses. 

“We seek to identify the very best 

community-focused businesses and 

encourage them to support their local 

clubs through GiveToLocal. Then we aim 

to introduce those businesses to each 

other and grow an increasingly influential 

corporate network.”

For more information, visit www.

givetolocal.com. To discuss partnerships 

email head of corporate relations David 

Broom at david@givetolocal.com

L-R: Paul Blake (owner and CEO Newcastle 
Eagles), Rachael Bland (Newcastle Eagles 

WBBL), Drew Lasker (Newcastle Eagles), Neil 
Gardiner (founder and CEO GiveToLocal).
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Butted against densely packed Wallsend terraced streets, the 

World Unicorn’s giant bow protrudes ominously over lines of 

grey rooftops.

Peering into the private lives of back yards and top floor 

bedrooms, the harshness of the tanker’s huge metallic bulk jars 

with the playful innocence of children skipping in streets below.

The famous image, captured in the early 1970s when the vessel 

was under construction at Swan Hunter, is an iconic snapshot of 

a time when the North East’s waterways – and their associated 

shipyards – defined the region globally.

Long venerated key channels of commerce, the area’s 

manufacturing powerhouses were a breeding ground for colossal 

ocean liners, cargo haulers, oil tankers, aircraft carriers and 

destroyers.

Indeed, such was the region’s muscle that Sunderland was 

once responsible for a quarter of all the world’s ships, with 

Newcastle an equally respected engineering epicentre.

The World Unicorn, which launched in 1973, was just one 

entry in a vast production logbook that included the equally 

behemothic Esso Northumbria and Tyne Pride tankers and, 

decades earlier, the RMS Carpathia cruiser, which sailed to the 

rescue of hundreds of Titanic passengers in 1912.

Today, however, the scene is altogether different.

The yards and their crowd-pulling launches have gone, as 

have the Wallsend streets once so synonymous with their super 

structure neighbours.

Yet while the region’s currents fail to stir with the same activity, 

the North East’s impact on global shipping remains no less 

diminished.

The international marine insurance group North – which 

includes the flagship North P&I Club – has been ingrained in the 

region for more than 160 years and remains deeply rooted to the 

origins and ideologies of its founders.

Operating from its head office on Newcastle’s Quayside, its 

near 300-strong team delivers reassurance to the shipowners 

and operators they insure trading around the world.

With a global market share of 12.5 per cent, it provides 

insurance for one in eight merchant ships, with its numerous 

support strands spread across the vast maritime spectrum.

Those elements include its specialist protecting and indemnity 

insurance (P&I) – which covers crew and passenger injury, 

cargo damage, wreck removal and pollution clean-up and 

compensation – and security for operators afflicted by loss and 

damage caused by war or terrorism.

Furthermore, its dedicated freight, demurrage and defence 

lawyers – described by the company as the world’s largest 

in-house team in its sphere – support members on a myriad of 

areas that include cyber-crime, infectious diseases, sanctions and 

trading ranges and rights.

The business’ new North Hull division, launched in July, delivers 

blue water hull and machinery cover for ocean-going ships, and 

is complemented by the fixed premium P&I team, which was 

recruited to operate from North’s London office last year. 

Additionally, its Sunderland Marine arm – a key part of North’s 

diversification strategy after being absorbed into the group 

following a 2014 merger – provides insurance for small vessel 

owners, fishing and passenger boats, commercial craft and fish 

farms and angling lakes.

It is a business, says chief executive Paul Jennings, that is 

intensely proud of its global links, which sees satellite offices in 

the USA, Australasia, China (Hong Kong and Shanghai), Japan, 

Singapore, Greece and Ireland complemented by its Newcastle 

site.

However, it is, continues Paul, a company that is equally 

delighted to be prolonging the North East’s seafaring past, a 

position he says it is determined to bolster further by using 

the achievements of yesteryear to nurture the successes of 

tomorrow.

“There isn’t any shipping in Newcastle any longer, but the 

maritime culture, identity and DNA of the city and the wider 

North East within the industry continues with us,” he tells 

CONTACT.

Insuring safe voyages to future 
international success
The North East’s riverbanks may not reverberate to the pounding beat that once fashioned thousands of 
water-borne goliaths, but the area nevertheless remains an influential component in the global seafaring 
sector. Leading international marine insurance group North calls the region its home and, with 160 years’ 
experience of protecting shipowners and operators globally, it continues to plot a course for future success. 
Steven Hugill speaks to North’s chief executive Paul Jennings to find out more

North
www.nepia.com
@NorthPandIClub

K N O W L E D G E :  C A S E  S T U D Y
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K N O W L E D G E :  C A S E  S T U D Y

“Newcastle and the North East are still 

renowned in maritime terms around the 

world, and there are people across the 

globe who started their career journeys 

in the city, and Sunderland too, who are 

now running shipping companies. 

“Some of their children are coming 

through now, so the link is very much 

still there.

“Over the years, our service offering 

and global office network have grown, 

but our business has remained grounded 

where it all began; the North East of 

England.

“We are one of the oldest and most 

successful businesses in Newcastle 

and the wider North East, and are 

fiercely proud of where we come from,” 

continues Paul.

“We are part of the International 

Group of P&I Clubs – which between 

them cover around 90 per cent of the 

world’s ocean-going tonnage – we 

have a very high skills base and want to 

support the North East and do whatever 

we can to strengthen the region and 

level up the country’s economy.

“Additionally, when we are talking to 

people in other countries and markets, 

we are acting as ambassadors for this 

area to further forge global connections 

and raise awareness of the region,” adds 

Paul, who was previously joint managing 

director of North alongside Alan Wilson 

until the latter’s retirement in 2018.

Its commitment to clients and 

emissary duties was perhaps never 

more important than during the recent 

months, when, like all businesses, both 

North and its members were faced with 

the choppy waters of the COVID-19 

lockdown.

The group acted swiftly, closing its 

international office estate and rolling 

out remote working to ensure services 

remained fully functioning as pandemic-

related enquiries spiked.

Its website carried – and still does 

– a dedicated COVID-19 section listing 

measures taken by ports and countries 

around the globe, as well as advice and 

guidance from leading bodies such as 

the World Health Organization and the 

International Maritime Organization.
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Furthermore, a comprehensive 

COVID-19 online tracker – using 

data from International Group of P&I 

Clubs’ correspondents and industry 

authorities, which is accessed through 

North’s MyGlobeView portal via partner 

Geocollect – provides live updates on 

case numbers, deaths and recoveries.

Such has been its success that the 

tool, which also alerts operators to 

countries most at risk and ports’ tackling 

of the disease, has been shortlisted for 

the Safety4Sea Technology Award.

In addition, North emerged from 

lockdown a sturdier outfit physically, 

using the period to bolster its global 

workforce with a number of senior 

promotions and 18 new faces across 

areas including claims and underwriting.

“Our expert team is the greatest asset 

we have in enabling our members to 

trade with confidence,” explains Paul, 

who is an adopted North Easterner, 

having left his native Suffolk in the 1980s 

to study law at what was then Newcastle 

Polytechnic.

“This year is uniquely challenging for 

shipping operators who face the impacts 

of COVID-19 and our expansion will make 

sure we can deliver high-quality cover, 

support and advice.”

Alongside its recruitment drive, 

another key stave in North’s growth 

during the post-pandemic landscape 

and beyond will be its recent re-branding 

exercise, which was complemented by 

the introduction of enhanced digital 

resources.

Using North as an all-encompassing 

name for its work – it had long been 

known to many as North P&I Club, 

which itself is an abbreviation of The 

North of England Protecting and 

Indemnity Association Limited – Paul 

says the change more accurately reflects 

the business’ modern outlook and 

progression into new domains.

“We have developed a diversified 

business model,” says Paul, who 

entered the shipping insurance sector 

in 1984 when he worked on claims 

and associated issues at the former 

Newcastle P&I.

“Protection and indemnity is still our 

core business, but we have gone into 

other areas to increase our sustainability 

for the future.

“We had to get bigger and grow; 

North is now the brand and what we 

want to be known as globally. 

“Everything from protection and 

indemnity, to freight, demurrage and 

defence and Sunderland Marine – which 

is a very important part of our strategy – 

comes under the North umbrella.

“Additionally, our new roundel symbol 

denotes shipping routes and our position 

as a member-centric organisation.”

North’s improved digital toolkit 

includes MyGlobeView and MyNorth – a 

function that allows members to access 

exclusive content and confidential risk 

and vessel data – which Paul says puts it 

at the “cutting-edge” of technology.

“The changes to our website are, 

in many cases, market-leading in our 

industry,” he says.

“We are responding to the digital 

access our members want, but we are 

also aware, and open to, them wanting 

personal connections because this is 

very much still a relationship business.

“Our service culture is key to 

maintaining our growth,” adds Paul, 

who combines his role with North 

alongside that of group chairman at the 

International Group of P&I Clubs.

“We are a safe home for members, 

which is a major differentiator for us. 

“We get a lot of comments 

highlighting our friendly and supportive 

nature compared to companies in 

London, for example.”

And it is this commitment, he says, 

that will help North – and its members 

– to continue meeting their long-term 

objectives.

“Shipping is still about supply and 

demand; we had a blip with the global 

financial crisis and we now have 

COVID-19,” adds Paul.

“But the global need for goods 

continues and we still need things 

moving around.

“We recently came through a year-

end that was another successful period 

in our growth ambitions, and we have a 

very clearly defined strategy. 

“We like being here in the North East, 

we like the culture and heritage, we are 

successful and what we are doing is 

good for the region.

“We have goals we want to achieve 

to maintain our financial position and 

maintain our trusted status as a financial 

services institution in the global shipping 

industry, and we are very confident of 

achieving them.”
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Brave New 
World: The 
lasting impact 
of the COVID-19 
pandemic 
James Kyle, investment director at Rathbones in the 
Newcastle office, reflects on the lasting challenges 
of the global pandemic, and how this may impact 
your business

Rathbones
www.rathbones.com
james.kyle@rathbones.com

A D V E R T I S I N G  F E A T U R E :  R A T H B O N E S

The prolonged coronavirus lockdown has dramatically changed 

how we live and work and this has had a profound impact on the 

world economy. In this article we look at the lasting economic and 

social impacts of the lockdown and identify four key areas that 

may never be the same again. 

Deglobalisation

Even before coronavirus struck, globalisation was under attack. 

While outsourcing to emerging markets like China has fuelled 

global growth, it has also left swathes of crippling unemployment 

in parts of the developed world. 

And the COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted the fragility of 

global supply chains. As China locked down the Wuhan district, 

carmakers like Hyundai and Nissan were forced to shut factories 

in Korea and Japan, and Apple in the US warned of the impact on 

iPhone supplies. 

As the global lockdown is slowly lifted, we can expect a 

convergence of political pressure and manufacturing expediency 

to force many firms to question their dependency on stretched 

global supply chains and begin onshoring production. 

The rise of automation

If new manufacturing plants are to be built across the UK, expect 

much of the manufacturing to be done by robots. Indeed, 

research by auditing firm EY shows that almost half of companies 

in 45 countries are planning to accelerate automation strategies 

as they prepare for a post-crisis world. 

While this means factories and warehouse fulfilment centres 

will become even more automated, EY argues that all sectors of 

the economy, from finance to retail, could see efficiencies from 

the introduction of automation. 

People have resisted automation throughout history, but we 

tend to an optimistic view. Though skilled professions have been 

lost to technology in the past, new professions have always risen. 

The challenge lies in training and retraining the workforce for a 

new world.

Threats to privacy

One of the most interesting aspects of the response to 

coronavirus has been the way in which government and public 

health authorities around the world have harnessed big data 

to help monitor and contain its impact. From a technological 

perspective, the coronavirus pandemic is a testbed for new, 

larger-scale forms of surveillance. 

The concern is that monitoring may also reduce our privacy 

and civil liberties. 

The rise of home working 

Our dependency on technology is only likely to increase. The 

crisis has changed forever the perception that home working is 

unproductive. While we may all miss our colleagues, many have 

enjoyed swapping the commute for more time at home with loved 

ones. The success of remote working has prompted employees 

and employers alike to ask the question ‘will things ever return to 

normal?’ 

Many people expect a greater blend of working from home and 

working from the office in the future. 

This has a knock-on effect on other areas of our lives. For 

example, the impact of this on road and rail use could be so great 

that several commentators are now arguing that the Government 

would be better investing in 5G and broadband infrastructure 

rather than major transport projects. 

Of course, these are just a few ways in which our lives may be 

shaped by coronavirus and recent events. There will be many 

more. What is clear, though, is that for many of us the world will 

never be the same again. 

Rathbones is a trading name of Rathbone Investment Management Limited, which is authorised by the Prudential Regulation Authority and regulated by the 
Financial Conduct Authority and the Prudential Regulation Authority.
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T
he unemployment rate in the North East is 5.2 per cent, 
compared to the national average of 3.9 per cent. 

Life expectancy is the lowest in the country. 
We have the highest proportion of children in low 

income households in England.[1]
Does any of this seem fair? 
Despite numerous Government initiatives over many years, to use 

the latest buzzwords, do we feel ‘levelled up’ in any way?
A huge part of my role, and that of the Chamber, is to talk up the 

region and shout about our opportunities. This is something I will 
passionately do every time I get the chance.

But to ignore the facts above would be to ignore the things that 
hold us back from achieving what we are capable of as a region.

It is only through identifying our challenges and calling out the 
inherent bias and disparities that exist in our political and economic 
landscape that we will make real progress.

In early August, the Institute for Fiscal Studies published a 
report[2] showing that wage growth in London has been 1.5 per cent 
since 2002, compared to 5.6 per cent across other regions. 

The same report also stated that between 2008 and 2018, property 
and financial wealth grew on average by 150 per cent in London 
compared to just three per cent in the North East.

Seizing the 
opportunities to secure 

fresh growth
Jonathan Walker, North East England Chamber of Commerce assistant director – policy, urges 
the Government to create a level playing field for economic recovery and subsequent growth 
in the post-COVID-19 period, and calls for the region’s business community to learn from past 

experiences and take new opportunities to succeed

Jonathan Walker
jonathan.walker@neechamber.co.uk

@NEEChamberJonathan

I N F L U E N C E :  T H O U G H T  L E A D E R S H I P
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I know which of these two statistics 
stood out most to me. The headline used 
by The Times to report this? ‘Londoners 
hit as wage growth slows and housing 
costs jump.’[3]

I’ve lost count of the number of times 
I’ve heard that the coronavirus pandemic 
has exposed the disparities that exist in 
our society. If that is true, then they were 
hiding in plain sight.

What this crisis definitely does risk 
is making those inequalities worse and 
more entrenched. 

Experience of previous recessions tells 
us that the consequences of economic 
downturns are more profound for places 
and people with the least capacity to 
withstand them.

Sadly, as the numbers above 
demonstrate, this is true for far too many 
places and people in the North East.

Whose responsibility is it to sort this 
out? Government undoubtedly has a big 
role to play in this. 

Sorry to sound like a broken record, 
but decades of underinvestment in 
infrastructure, incoherent education 
policies and the lack of a long-term 
industrial strategy have all served the 
North East poorly.

The Prime Minister adopted the 
tagline of building back better. But this 
must also mean building back fairer.

This means not only addressing the 
national decision-making processes that 
unconsciously (or perhaps consciously) 
favour more affluent areas, but going 
further by taking big, bold decisions to 
put money and power into the places that 
need it the most.

Policies that are ‘geographically blind’ 
and the idea of ‘levelling up’ are totally 
incompatible.

But we must also take our own share of 
responsibility for ensuring our economic 
recovery is fair, sustainable and builds on 
the strength and passion of our business 

community. The economic situation 
is tough, and, at the time of writing, it 
looks like we’re going to be living with 
COVID-19 for some time. 

Yet just as we learn the lessons of 
previous recessions when it comes to 
the negative impacts on our region, so 
we must also take heart from those who 
have demonstrated their resilience before 
and those whose business success was 
born out of the last financial crisis and 
recession.

As a region, we must be ready to make, 
and seize on, whatever opportunities 
we can. We must continue to invest in 
training wherever possible to avoid a ‘lost 
generation.’ 

We must fight every day to be seen, 
heard, recognised and supported by 
decision-makers and influencers in the 
UK and around the world.

In September, the Chamber will be 
setting out its big campaign priorities 
for economic recovery and growth. We’ll 
be putting the principles of community, 
fairness, sustainability and opportunity at 
the heart of everything we do.

We’ll work with our members to 
amplify our messages and to equip 
businesses with the knowledge they need 
to return to growth.

Things may well get worse before 
they get better; we are not simply going 
to shrug off the worst pandemic in a 
century. 

However, there will be a time when 
things do improve and that is when we 
must avoid the trap of returning to the 
way things have always been.

If our campaigns are heard and acted 
on, I’m certain our region will be in a 
better place. 

Others will decide whether we’ll have 
‘built back better’, ‘levelled up’ or ceased 
to be ‘left behind’, but I’m sure we’ll all 
recognise a stronger North East economy 
when we see it.

I N F L U E N C E :  T H O U G H T  L E A D E R S H I P

“As a region, we must 
be ready to make, and 
seize on, whatever 
opportunities we can. 
We must continue 
to invest in training 
wherever possible 
to avoid a ‘lost 
generation.’  We must 
fight every day to be 
seen, heard, recognised 
and supported by 
decision-makers and 
influencers in the UK 
and around the world”

References:
1 www.neechamber.co.uk/updates/policy/before-during-and-after-the-north-easts-economic-outlook
2 www.ifs.org.uk/inequality/geographical-inequalities-in-the-uk/
3 www.thetimes.co.uk/article/londoners-hit-as-wage-growth-slows-and-housing-costs-jump-rs2c5rb96
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For further information on these opportunities, please contact – 
Rachael Laschke - rachael@netimesmagazine.co.uk   |   Matt Pacey - matt@netimesmagazine.co.uk

BUILDING THE FUTURE
S E P T E M B E R  2 0 2 0

In direct response to the Prime Minister’s announcement that the solution to the UK’s economic 
recovery is to “build, build, build”, North East Times will be producing its annual Building the Future 

issue in September to explore how this strategy affects the built environment sector in the North East.

The special issue will build on past Building the Future editions and showcase regional individuals and organisations 
that are making an impact regionally, nationally and internationally within construction, architecture, design and 

engineering – while also acknowledging the challenges the pandemic has brought.

We have invested more resource than ever in digital, including our website, social media and e-marketing channels, 
to maintain our engagement with a region-wide network, and to inform, support and advise our readers and 

advertisers.

Tailored recovery packages have been developed to help you share your businesses stories with us via our digital 
and print platforms in the period following these challenging months.
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Humble it may be, but the everyday cup of tea is an 

unquestionable cornerstone of British identity.

Woven into daily routines for centuries, tea is one of the 

country’s unofficial trademarks.

Yet tea for Britons goes beyond mere taste.

It fosters a feeling of social connectivity and provides comfort 

in times of crisis, a feat no more famously highlighted by images 

of Second World War soldiers brewing up on battlefields to 

maintain morale.

So when Britain shielded beneath its COVID-19 lockdown 

blanket, it wasn’t too much of a surprise to see tea as a 

fundamental element in helping preserve the nation’s spirits – 

more than 100 million extra cups are said to have been drunk 

every day during the period.

For such demand, however, there has to be supply. And 

where there is supply, there must be a team of logistical experts 

overseeing successful transit.

In the North East, the Port of Tyne – which remained open and 

operational during lockdown – was crucial in ensuring tea stocks 

continued to flow.

A pivotal player in the supply chain for years – the base is a 

gateway for more than a third of the UK’s raw tea imports – port 

staff oversaw the arrival of thousands of tonnes of the ingredient 

for long-term partner Tetley’s Eaglescliffe-based packaging lines.

Furthermore, the site maintained its equally strong 

relationship with Ringtons, with the Newcastle beverage firm 

using the port to access several thousand tonnes of tea from 

countries including India and Sri Lanka.

For an operator whose strapline promises ‘whatever your 

business needs: we can, we do’, such commitment no better 

embodies the port’s ethos.

It also provides a snapshot into the wider world of 

an organisation that plugs the North East’s world-class 

manufacturers and supply chains into the global scene.

From the original Tyne Dock that once processed timber and 

coal deliveries, the now sprawling estate today operates as one 

of the UK’s major deep-sea ports, boasting extensive container, 

warehouse, transport and ferry operations.

With significant quayside investments bolstering cargo 

capacity over the years and relationships with Volkswagen, Audi 

and Sunderland-based Nissan making it the country’s second-

largest car export facility, the port is a keystone in the North East 

economy.

But officials aren’t standing still.

The port, which bosses aim to make carbon neutral by 2030 

and an all-electric test bed for clean energy under their forward-

thinking Tyne 2050 blueprint, is increasingly strengthening its 

presence in the renewables sphere.

Channelling 
positive 
connections on 
a global scale
A trusted international trade gateway for numerous 
blue-chip companies, a vital support base for the 
world’s largest offshore wind farm and a site for 
transformational carbon change, the Port of Tyne 
is an economic powerhouse playing a crucial role in 
driving forward the North East’s presence globally. 
Steven Hugill speaks to Richard Newton, the port’s 
commercial director for logistics, about its vital 
role in connecting the region with the rest of the 
world and its position at the vanguard of industrial 
innovation

Port of Tyne
www.portoftyne.co.uk
@Port_of_Tyne

I N F L U E N C E :  C A S E  S T U D Y
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Operating as Europe’s largest handler 

of wood pellets, the site previously 

worked alongside Northumberland’s 

Lynemouth Power Limited to create a 

multi-million-pound biomass handling 

facility.

Unloading deliveries from ships, 

docked at a specially extended quay, the 

port’s multimodal service then transports 

loads up the coast via train for use at the 

power plant.

Factor in further support for 

North Yorkshire’s Drax and the port 

is responsible for overseeing weekly 

biomass deliveries that help power 

hundreds of thousands of homes.

However, it will soon become an 

integral part of another significant 

energy project – the world’s largest 

offshore wind farm.

Chosen by developers Equinor 

and SSE Renewables, the port will 

house a 200-plus-job operations and 

maintenance base for the Dogger Bank 

scheme.

The site will support construction of 

the North Sea wind farm and is expected 

to attract a multitude of supply chain 

organisations to the North East ahead of 

the development creating electricity for 

an anticipated four-and-a-half million UK 

properties from 2023 onwards.

“We support 12,000 jobs and add £621 

million in GVA every year,” says Richard 

Newton, the port’s commercial director 

for logistics.

“The port is vital to global connectivity 

and therefore the regional economy and 

the supply chain, and we are delighted 

to be now playing our part in exciting 

developments such as Dogger Bank.

“Our involvement is testament to 

the investment in facilities we have 

made, and the development will be very 

important for the wider region in terms 

of local companies and employment 

opportunities.”

Securing such relationships, says 

Richard, is built upon years of trust 

and personal understanding of clients’ 

requirements, which have allowed the 

port to tailor services accordingly for a 

number of household names.

“We work with Nissan, and 

Volkswagen and Audi import and export 

vehicles to the global market from here 

too,” he says.

 “We handle and store imported parts 

for Birtley excavator maker Komatsu that 

are coming from Japan, China, Brazil 

and the USA; Hitachi Rail brings carriage 

shells on car carriers through here for its 

Newton Aycliffe plant, and Airbus wings 

come in from Japan.

“We also work with Edinburgh 

Woollen Mill, Barbour, JML, Greencroft 

Bottling, and – as shown during 

lockdown – ensure our partners Tetley 

and Ringtons are able to continue 

sourcing tea.

“We own and manage the whole 

service chain, from cargo loading 

and unloading to warehousing and 

distribution, premises and distribution 

fleet,” continues Richard.

“That provides certainty because 

customers are dealing with one party, 

and it has really helped us attract and 

retain business.

“We have links to Rotterdam and 

Felixstowe – the biggest port in 

Europe and the biggest port in the UK, 

respectively – and we are very well 

equipped to support customers’ needs 

with ‘just in time’ deliveries across the 

supply chain, which are particularly 

prevalent in the automotive sector.

“We are more than just a port; we are 

a complete logistics provider.”

Such overarching provision has been 

recently augmented by multi-million-

pound work to revitalise land on Tyne 

Dock Enterprise Park. 

Providing operators with future 

development space across seven 

hectares, the park offers easy access 

to the port’s existing container, roll-on/

roll-off, ferry, bulk cargo, road and rail 

connectivity streams.

“We are taking steps to ensure things 

are ready for customers when they need 

the space,” says Richard.

“If you don’t have the space, you can’t 

accommodate further business, and it’s 

certainly helping us account for change 

in customer trends when it comes to the 

supply chain.

“By strengthening the assets of 

the port, we are not just helping the 

company, we are helping the region and 

its economy.”
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As well as refining its physical footprint, the port is applying 

equal focus to Brexit and how it can help customers remain 

connected with the world with greater efficiency.

A major component in its efforts is the port’s coastal feeder 

services.

At present, more than 90 per cent of containers arrive in the 

UK via southern-based ports, with many then shifted to trucks 

and transported across the length and breadth of the country.

However, Richard says that by using the port’s feeder services, 

which are operated by BG Freight Line and Unifeeder and link to 

Rotterdam, Felixstowe and further global hubs, customers can 

access Northern markets with greater efficacy.

“Brexit has changed the way people are thinking about 

deliveries and increased environmental awareness in the supply 

chain,” he says.

“It has also shown how using facilities such as Port of Tyne 

can make a significant difference to cost, efficiency and carbon 

emissions.

“Using a shipping container to move goods generates 85 per 

cent less CO2 than it does to go by road.

“It is a much more flexible process; you can get a container 

from anywhere in the world from Rotterdam or Felixstowe and 

then ship it to South Shields on the coastal feeder service.

He continues: “We have done lots of studies around 

sustainability and have a Carbon Saving Calculator tool on our 

website.

“That tells customers how much carbon would be saved by 

using our feeder service compared to road and rail – the savings 

are phenomenal.”

The focus on environmental and innovative improvement 

is extended to the port’s Tyne 2050 plan – which also aims to 

double diversity by 2030 – and its work to establish the UK’s 

first 2050 Maritime Innovation Hub within six months of the 

Government’s Maritime 2050 strategy.

Working alongside partners that include PD Ports, Royal 

HaskoningDHV, Nissan and the Department for Transport, the 

endeavour is a hothouse for fresh solutions to technological 

challenges across the domestic and international maritime and 

logistics sectors.

“The hub is all about collaborating with businesses and 

academics from diverse industries – including space, defence, 

renewable energy, the rail industry, the RAF, data science and IT 

– to share ideas, concepts and strategies,” says Richard.

Another area where the site is working hard to deliver positive 

change is freeports.

Downing Street aims to create up to ten freeports across the 

UK, which will carry different customs rules to the rest of the 

country in its post-Brexit landscape.

Port of Tyne bosses previously responded to a Government 

consultation on the scheme wherein they promoted a ‘virtual’ 

free trade zone connecting the North East’s areas of economic 

activity.  

Officials say the proposed free trade zone would utilise 

the base’s existing global shipping connections, streamlined 

customs processes and strong road and rail links to deliver 

further export-led growth.

It is, says Richard, another example of the port standing at the 

vanguard of decisive industry change.

“Freeports are a large opportunity for us,” he says. 

“A virtual port that is not restricted by physical boundaries is 

something we see as being vital to building the economy.

“There are a lot of opportunities for growth – with freeports 

being one – and we are very well placed to take advantage of 

them.”

“Brexit has also shown how using 
facilities such as Port of Tyne 
can make a significant difference 
to cost, efficiency and carbon 
emissions”

I N F L U E N C E :  C A S E  S T U D Y
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Keeping the lights on in Libya 
It’s true that Siemens Energy is certainly not short of experience when it comes to managing some of the 
world’s most complex and challenging engineering projects. But take a post-civil war country, with large 
scale power supply maintenance requirements, a group of 45 employees geographically spread across nine 
countries including the UK, Russia, Oman, India and Spain and it would seem no mean feat 

Siemens Energy
megyeri@siemens.com
www.siemens.com 

A D V E R T I S I N G  F E A T U R E :  S I E M E N S  E N E R G Y

Not so though for Sandor Megyeri, head 

of CCGT operations at Siemens Energy 

and his team, who were appointed 

by customers GECOL (the General 

Electricity Company of Libya) to provide 

long-term maintenance services for the 

Al-Zwetina gas power plant. Following 

a capacity loss of more than 2,000 

megawatts in the grid, the team were 

tasked with managing a major 45-day 

outage, located 300 miles from the city 

of Benghazi. And, thanks to the strong 

collaboration, ‘out of the box’ thinking 

and an agile approach to planning, they 

were able to successfully complete the 

project two weeks ahead of time. 

Working within a post-civil war 

country would not be without its 

risks, with both the safety of staff 

and success of the project being of 

paramount importance. James Bond 

and 007 anecdotes aside, remarkably 

this involved chartering a private cargo 

jet for the transportation of staff and 

materials, employing an onsite security 

team, undertaking (HEAT – Hostile 

Environment Awareness Training) 

delivered by professional counter-

terrorism specialists and securing 

a safe house location. Precautions 

to protect wellbeing also included 

incident planning, creating WhatsApp 

groups to provide 24-7 communication 

and ensuring the safe mobilisation of 

staff through areas including Tunisia, 

Alexandria and Benghazi. 

Without doubt, being in a crisis 

country presented a number of risks, 

but this was prevailed by a unified 

commitment to not only delivering the 

project but achieving the high standards 

Siemens Energy has become renowned 

for.  

From a technical perspective, the 

condition and attention of the assets 

in stations in Libya were considered 

to not be robust enough and is why 

ongoing inspection and upkeep was 

so vital. For the project in Zwetina, the 

team at Siemens Energy adopted a 

process called Hot Gas Path Inspection 

to examine those parts exposed to high 

temperatures. More specifically, this 

involved the repair of turbine blades and 

vanes and it’s because of the diverse 

maintenance measures performed by the 

team that operating risk was successfully 

reduced and overall plant output and 

efficiency improved.

Day-to-day challenges included the 

cultural and communication differences 

of a geographically spread group. 

The variety of roles, site locations of 

employees and range of approaches 

to key tasks, posed a number of initial 

obstacles for the team. This was quickly 
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surpassed, however, by a sense of collective ownership to do a 

good job and in order to achieve this, to hit the ground running.  

It’s because of this mindset and strong communication that 

the project was able to gain momentum and enable managers 

from as far afield as Berlin to Dubai, to establish close working 

relationships quickly and effectively. The outcome of which 

would result in a seamless team that looked like they had been 

working together for years. 

Despite a solid team structure, inevitably because of the 

potential risks, resourcing at times did pose a threat for the 

project, with some employees deciding at the last minute not 

to embark on the assignment, thus requiring the need for agile 

thinking and contingency planning to keep things on schedule.  

Unlike similar projects delivered in the UK and Ireland, the 

remote nature of the station and security implications also 

posed restrictions on the freedom and flexibility of staff to 

move around.  With limited scope for last minute changes, pre-

planning was an essential part of the job. 

Strong leadership and guidance also formed key cornerstones 

of the project’s success, steered by the expertise of Sandor 

Megyeri. His involvement in leading an outage at the same 

station back in 2014 and experience of working with over 50 

nationalities on a range of similar projects proved invaluable. 

Sandor says: “With so many stakeholders from different 

countries undertaking various roles, from project managers 

to mechanical fitters, communication and transparency were 

imperative to the project’s success. This is something I have 

learnt from my previous roles working in remote locations 

including Iraq, Libya, India and Eqypt. The Egypt Megadeal 

projects, for example, were some of the most significant ones 

in my career and included working on the world’s three largest 

combined cycle power plants. It’s here we were able to really 

demonstrate our knowledge and set a new worldwide record 

benchmark for the execution of fast-track power projects – 

experiences that will benefit both current and future projects. 

“Sharing of knowledge and the collective ownership of staff 

to deliver a successful outcome was also a crucial component 

of the outage in Libya. The fact our Russia and UK teams had 

worked together before on similar projects was also a real 

bonus, helping to facilitate the seamless transition that led 

to finishing 15 days ahead of schedule. This would be a real 

achievement in the UK, let alone in a country with so many 

restrictions.”

Delighted with the success of the project, the team were 

pleased to receive positive client feedback from GECOL, which 

credited ‘the distinguished performance and strong cooperation 

between the work teams from Siemens Energy’, leading to the 

successful implementation of the overhaul and in record time. 

The outcome of this in real terms meant the team were able to 

declare the asset back available early, leading to cost savings 

and most importantly availability of power.  

Sandor adds: “We are delighted with the success of the 

project and are now looking ahead to future projects. We also 

have a further three assignments booked to carry out by the end 

of the year, which we are looking forward to delivering.” 

Never one to rest on their laurels, the team remain committed 

to learning from the projects they have worked on, taking 

this experience forward to aid delivery of future assignments. 

Through a shared drive, desire to make a difference and 

willingness to step out of their comfort zones, it’s this collective 

spirit that will continue to keep the lights on today for a brighter 

future tomorrow.  

“We are delighted with the 
success of the project and are now 
looking ahead to future projects. 
We also have a further three 
assignments booked to carry out 
by the end of the year, which we 
are looking forward to delivering”
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Patrick Masheder has to dash.

With his electronic diary impatiently signalling a second 

reminder, he surrenders to its klaxon call, says his goodbyes 

and leaves for another appointment.

For a man whose portfolio includes the ever-growing 

Corporate Personal Fitness (CPF), it’s perhaps no surprise his 

contacts book is in good shape. 

Providing work-based health, fitness and wellbeing 

programmes, the business has experienced a sharp uptick in 

demand as firms and individuals flex to combat the mental and 

physical challenges caused by COVID-19.

Patrick’s energy, though, isn’t limited to workforce welfare.

As founder of Darlington-based Real Results Marketing, 

he also ensures organisations remain equipped with the 

necessary tools to succeed in an ever-fluctuating commercial 

environment.

Furthermore, as the North East England Chamber of 

Commerce’s Darlington committee chairman, Patrick’s 

dynamism feeds into the town’s business landscape.

With its railway heritage and powerful heavy industrial past 

– an era preserved in the present by venerable operators such 

as Cleveland Bridge and engine maker Cummins – Darlington is 

an important cog driving forward the wheels of domestic and 

international markets.

Prior to the UK’s COVID-19-enforced lockdown, online retailer 

Amazon’s headline-grabbing giant delivery centre opening was 

complemented by the conclusion of work on Feethams House, 

an £8.5 million, Darlington Borough Council-led venture that 

offers Grade A office space in the town’s heart. 

Elsewhere, where railway sidings once served industries of 

yesteryear, the Central Park development looked to the future, 

with the Business Central office complex nurturing start-

up ventures, and Teesside University’s £22 million National 

Horizons Centre and CPI’s National Biologics Manufacturing 

Centre shaping the bioscience developments of tomorrow.

Add in further plans to revamp the neighbouring Bank 

Top railway station and the return of a London link at nearby 

Teesside International Airport and the landscape appeared 

particularly fecund. 

But, with COVID-19 dramatically altering the environment, 

particularly in the short-term, as companies wrestle with 

the financial and practical challenges affected by the virus, 

Darlington’s business sector has taken on a new look.

However, despite organisations readdressing their outlooks 

and many re-evaluating their business models, Patrick says the 

optimism of early 2020 is still in evidence.

While COVID-19 may have slowed the momentum, he says 

the town’s underlying positivity and ingenuity – a legacy of its 

industrial past – leave it well placed to thrive.

“It’s a measure of the region as a whole, but Darlington’s 

businesses and its people have always had an amazing ability 

to adjust to circumstances and remain successful,” says Patrick.

“The situation with COVID-19 is no different. 

“Darlington has always been an ingenious town,” continues 

Patrick, who emphasises the point by revealing his CPF venture 

Making the right connections 
for prosperity
Patrick Masheder combines a career running a 
health and wellbeing venture with a marketing 
role that ensures businesses are in the best shape 
to prosper. He is also chairman of the North East 
England Chamber of Commerce’s Darlington 
committee. Here, he tells Steven Hugill about the 
latter role’s rewarding nature and why Darlington’s 
business environment can be successful in the post-
COVID-19 period by channelling the town’s famed 
ingenuity

Real Results Marketing
www.realresultsmarketing.co.uk
@real_results

Corporate Personal Fitness 
www.corporatepersonalfitness.com
@corperfit

A R E A  F O C U S :  D A R L I N G T O N
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launched a wellbeing video programme for employees that now 

has thousands of subscribers, adding its traditional seminars 

have been converted into webinars to adapt to the COVID-19 

landscape.

“The town is home to the world’s first passenger railway, 

we had the sprawling sites of the great industrial players like 

Whessoe, and now we’ve built a reputation as a renowned 

subsea hub.

“Darlington couples historical inventive spirit with modern-

day innovation so well.

“Ingenuity has come to the fore time and again in Darlington 

and I’m confident it will once more,” adds Patrick, whose CPF 

endeavour also offers training, a micro-spa, a personal training 

studio and NVQ courses in areas such as personal training and 

mental health first-aid.

Patrick, who combines his committee chairmanship with 

time as a member of the North East England Chamber of 

Commerce’s Council, believes connectivity will be key to 

ensuring Darlington and its commercial environment flourishes 

going forward.

“There are two levels of connections; the physical 

infrastructure and the personal aspect,” says Patrick, whose 

Real Results Marketing company supports firms such as 

globally recognised aluminium slatwall and shop fitting 

manufacturer MicroSlat International Limited.

“Infrastructure is a key element for Darlington, with the 

redevelopment of Bank Top railway station and the airport’s 

new London flights both major examples of that,” he continues.

“But the town is also very good at making connections 

because it is incredibly welcoming of business, people and 

ideas,” adds Patrick, who took on the role of Darlington 

committee chairman from Denis Pinnegar in late 2015.

With such inherent openness and strong connectivity, Patrick 

says he is confident Darlington will continue playing a major 

role in the future successes of the wider North East.

Furthermore, he says he is relishing the prospect of 

supporting organisations on their respective growth journeys, 

with his marketing experience providing vital understanding to 

catalyse their progress.

“Darlington is not a provincial entity; we connect with the 

rest of the Tees Valley and North East,” says Patrick.

“I love my role with the Chamber – it enables other small and 

mid-sized businesses to speak out with a powerful voice.

“I am a megaphone for everyone else,” he smiles.

“With Real Results, I’ve worked with big companies right 

down to small firms, which means I’ve got experience of 

understanding their needs.

“If you understand businesses, it puts you in an ideal position 

to help deliver what they want and need,” he continues.

“All businesses want to succeed, whether that is growing 

profits, or a surplus if you’re a community interest company.

“As a firm, you want to realise your vision and seed that for 

future success, but you can’t do that in isolation.

“You can only do it by making connections.”

“The town is home to the world’s 
first passenger railway, we had 
the sprawling sites of the great 
industrial players like Whessoe, 
and now we’ve built a reputation 
as a renowned subsea hub. 
Darlington couples historical 
inventive spirit with modern-day 
innovation so well”
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When I began working in events management in 2007, the buzz 

was, that in five years’ time, most events would be held virtually.

While we have seen remote engagement increase at events 

over time, no technical development has come near replacing 

physical interaction – when that option was available.

People do business with people, and while everyone appears 

to have adapted well to engaging remotely since March, this 

will never replace the interaction and chemistry of meeting in 

person.

Despite this, meeting virtually will no doubt continue to play 

a large part in our ‘new normal’, not just in business but in our 

personal lives. 

I think this is to be embraced. 

The flexibility allows more effective working, removes travel 

time and is therefore more environmentally friendly. 

Since March, I have seen how organisations can collaborate 

much more quickly. 

How many times have we waited months to meet someone or 

attempted to co-ordinate several diaries, only to find the earliest 

time that works is in six months’ time?

Since lockdown, we have successfully delivered webinars with 

Chambers across Europe and Asia; the current situation has 

opened opportunities like this for our members. 

The world is now an even smaller place. Even though this ‘new 

normal’ will support those connections, we still look forward 

to the time our trainlines and airports are busy with Chamber 

members.

Like every other business, the Chamber has adapted. Events 

are a core membership service and our largest point of direct 

member engagement. 

Last year, 52 per cent of members attended at least one of 

our 200 events. 

Furthermore, 131 webinars with 4,350 participants since 

lockdown has shown me, regardless of whatever our future 

holds, that there is an appetite for online engagement. 

We are still hearing some great stories of businesses 

connecting online – one member told us our webinars have 

been a lifeline to them, not just to their business but in terms of 

interacting with others during lockdown too. There is no going 

back.

Speaking openly, diversifying our programme and moving 

some events and engagement online has been part of our 

internal planning for some time.

The scale and popularity of our programme has always 

restricted us getting on with it. 

Virtual events, a hybrid programme and indeed hybrid events, 

are absolutely at the core of what we will deliver in the future. 

Whatever the future holds, we are committed to a face-to-

face and online programme of events. This will increase our 

capacity and reach, offering an even more varied and flexible 

programme for members. 

When we return to physical events, the experience will be very 

different. 

Initially, we will only look to deliver physically what we 

cannot deliver online, which will be small groups of face-to-face 

networking.

The Association of Event Organisers (who are working with 

government on industry guidance) has released two COVID-19 

risk assessments; a basic, and an ‘All Secure Standard’ – the 

latter of which your Chamber will be working to – which I would 

encourage anyone to look up online.

New practices will include not being able to accept un-

registered attendees, staggering arrival times and limiting the 

use of microphones and public speaking. 

Many presentations will need to be pre-recorded as speaking 

loudly, shouting and projecting your voice – similar to the 

situation around singing in places of worship – can contribute to 

the risk of spread.

No one knows how long we are going to live with COVID-19. 

As I write, Aberdeen and Preston have just imposed stricter 

The changing world of events
As the North East England Chamber of Commerce refreshes its events calendar for the post-COVID-19 world, 
Daniel Marsden-Knight, events programme and development manager, looks at what the changes will mean 
for future connections

Daniel Marsden-Knight
Events programme and development manager

E V E N T S :  D A N I E L  M A R S D E N - K N I G H T

”We saw colleagues and contacts 
as husbands, wives and parents; 
we managed work alongside 
changing personal circumstances, 
home schooling and my two main 
disturbances – doorbells and dogs”
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lockdown restrictions following a spike 

in virus cases.

Every aspect of our lives need to 

remain flexible. 

It looks like, for a while at the very 

least, that our plans could and probably 

will change, with hard work lost in the 

process.

Indeed, our Annual Dinner – due 

to take place in September – was 

previously cancelled due to COVID-19.

The postponement of such an event – 

which is the result of a full year of work 

– is a great example of how plans can 

change and how hard work can be lost. 

Events and plans may continue to be 

disrupted, but to add a positive spin, I 

think we, certainly I, have realised we 

can be more flexible and resilient than 

we thought.

Our president Lesley Moody is 

championing flexible working as a theme 

of her presidency. 

While this is a wider discussion for 

business, society and government, 

my team and I have had to consider 

how changing outlooks and working 

practices will affect our programme. 

Put simply, we will continue to adapt.

During lockdown, I also considered 

how the situation humanised our 

business community. 

We saw colleagues and contacts 

as husbands, wives and parents; we 

managed work alongside changing 

personal circumstances, home schooling 

and my two main disturbances – 

doorbells and dogs. 

Without being too philosophical, we 

have seen there is more to life than work. 

The pandemic has allowed us to 

realise our true priorities.

As a result, we do not intend on 

returning to many breakfast events. 

Will you miss the driving rain on a 

dark January morning heading to an 

early meeting? 

I can confidently say many of my 

colleagues will not. Logging onto a 

webinar for an hour at 9.30am from 

wherever you are working is much more 

flexible. 

We are currently finalising a vast 

programme until the end of the year and 

quietly preparing for a flexible return to 

some face-to-face events. 

Regardless of however you are 

engaging with your membership, I can 

assure you my colleagues and I can’t 

wait to see you in person, or in a small 

box on a screen, and yes, you’ll probably 

still be on mute!

To find out more about the 
Chamber events programme, visit 
– www.neechamber.co.uk/events
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You work within the North East England 

Chamber of Commerce’s international 

team as a global network training and 

network adviser. What does your role 

involve? 

It is a bit of a mouthful, but it’s quite 

simple. I help businesses get insights 

and support in overseas markets, as 

well as increasing their understanding 

of the processes of international trade. 

I am working with our global members, 

those trading internationally and 

supporting members to develop global 

connections.  

It’s strange that working from home 

has actually improved our connectivity 

– with web calls, we have much greater 

access to our Global Chambers.  For 

example, right now we are talking with 

Ireland, the US and Japan about holding 

events in September, all to provide 

insight to their markets and outline their 

opportunities.

Tell me more about your career path. 

What made you choose this area of 

expertise?

I studied history and politics at 

university and found myself more 

interested in the international side 

of it, so I went on to do a Master’s in 

International Studies the year after 

graduating.

I then joined the Chamber as a policy 

adviser for Brexit and international 

trade. Some people thought I pulled the 

short straw – and I do have more grey 

hairs for it – but I loved it. 

No two days were the same, I got 

so many opportunities to represent 

members views to MPs and be on radio 

or TV, which isn’t bad for a shy kid from 

Northumberland.

We started working more 

internationally with Global Chambers, 

and realised there was real potential 

there, and so I applied to move from 

the Policy team to the Global team. I’ve 

been here since February 2020.

What do you enjoy about your position?

Well, I was meant to go on a trade 

mission to Singapore until COVID-19 hit 

– that would have been cool! 

But I love working with the Global 

Network, talking to Chambers across 

the world about what’s happening over 

there, and being able to talk about my 

home of the North East. It’s my two 

passions coming together.

You mention COVID-19 and Brexit. With 

the uncertainty they both continue to 

provide for business, what are the main 

challenges – and opportunities – facing 

North East operators in the export 

market?

Resources and competitiveness. 

Businesses have been asked to prepare 

for Brexit three times now. This takes a 

toll on cash, time, resources and even 

psychological resilience. 

Now, on the back of COVID-19, 

businesses are being asked to prepare 

for a fourth time, which is why it is so 

important that the Government provides 

essential support and clear information 

as we approach the January deadline.

Brexit will mean we strike out as 

an independent trading nation. This 

provides new opportunities, like the 

trade talks with Japan, but it’s all about 

keeping a competitive edge on our 

counterparts, making sure our business, 

and regions, are more attractive 

overseas. 

But this will all depend on the deals 

we agree…

A window into the wider world
As North East England Chamber of Commerce’s global network training and network adviser, Jack Simpson 
provides key support to businesses seeking to extend their international reach. Here, he tells Steven Hugill 
about his role and how it allows him to champion the North East to a worldwide audience 

M E E T  T H E  T E A M :  J A C K  S I M P S O N
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How important a role do you think the North East England 

Chamber of Commerce plays in supporting the growth of the 

region’s business community? 

It is extremely important. The Chamber’s International team 

provides a key service for export documentation and delivers 

accredited training to businesses. As we inch closer to Brexit, 

having trained staff in trading processes, and a Chamber that can 

help navigate whatever the new environment, will be vital.

I’d encourage all North East global businesses (members or 

not) to hold on to our email: global@neechamber.co.uk

What would you say is the most important piece of advice for 

any company looking to export their goods or services?

Prepare well, and anyone can do it. The UK is probably one of the 

hardest markets to sell in, but, if you do your homework, have a 

plan, then exporting is easy! You’d be surprised what and where 

we sell to – trees to Dubai, tea to China, coffee to South America. 

It can be done!
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This year has certainly seen challenges, as businesses have 

had to adapt to operate under unusual circumstances. 

Teams quickly learnt how to work remotely to ensure they 

were able to maintain service levels, and, in many cases, this 

involved reviewing and updating technology and systems.

As we start to come out of lockdown, many organisations are 

embracing these new ways of working and adopting a hybrid 

method, combining both office and remote working. 

Although the office remains integral, many businesses are 

understanding the benefits of flexible working and are taking 

advantage of the steps they have implemented. 

Whether working from home or the workplace, connectivity 

is vital to ensure effective communication and Tees Valley-

based IT specialist Communicate Technology is well versed in 

supporting businesses as they adapt to their new futures.

With a specialism in multi-occupancy commercial properties 

and business parks across the UK, Communicate has supported 

hundreds of clients to continue operating during the difficult 

lockdown period. Its expertise and technical knowledge 

has been invaluable to clients as they have navigated the 

challenging business environment of recent months. 

Communicate’s latest project illustrates the importance of 

well-planned infrastructure and a dedicated support team. 

Working with multiple stakeholders, it has installed the IT 

and communications infrastructure into the prestigious Tees 

Advanced Manufacturing Park (TeesAMP).

Featuring high-quality, high specification buildings for 

manufacturing and research and development facilities, 

TeesAMP promises to become a focal point for innovation and 

advanced engineering in the Tees Valley. 

As tenants start to move in, they are able to appreciate the 

technology that has been incorporated into the build to allow 

them to easily operate, whatever their preference. 

Tony Snaith, CEO of Communicate, says: “The requirements 

of this site align exactly with our unique business model. We 

supply the entire network infrastructure required on a park or 

building. Tenants are connected from day one and use what 

they need, when they need it.

“Whether their teams are operating in the office, from 

home or a mixture of both, they can feel reassured that they 

are supported. We work directly with the tenant, providing IT 

support, managed networks, telecommunications and cyber 

security.

“We have successfully implemented this model on sites 

throughout the UK and we are proud to have been involved in 

this project, in our local area, with Logic Architecture, Chaloner 

Group, Middlesbrough Council and Tees Valley Combined 

Authority.”

Geoff Hogg, chief executive of Chaloner Group, adds: 

“This is the first project we have worked with Communicate 

Technology and we have been impressed with their expertise 

and professionalism. Its contribution to the development of 

TeesAMP has been essential to ensuring occupiers have high-

quality, future-proof technology infrastructure to support their 

advanced manufacturing operations.”

If you feel your business could benefit from this approach 

to connectivity, or you would like to speak to an expert about 

how you could improve your remote working methods, please 

contact a member of the team on 0800 404 8888 or email 

enquiries@communicateplc.com.

Providing 
instant 
connectivity 
for Tees 
Advanced 
Manufacturing 
Park tenants
Tees Valley-based Communicate Technology has 
supported businesses in adapting to the challenges 
of COVID-19 and the changing commercial 
landscape

A D V E R T I S I N G  F E A T U R E :  C O M M U N I C A T E  T E C H N O L O G Y  P L C

Communicate Technology
www.communicateplc.com
@CommunicatePLC
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