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P O W E R E D  B Y

Almost a year ago, we 

sat down to discuss the 

makings of issue seven 

of this magazine.

Needless to say, what 

was debated around the 

boardroom table – remember those pre-video 

call days? – quickly became null and void as 

COVID-19 firmly took hold.

Despite the obvious uncertainties, issue seven 

went to print, as did the eighth edition, though 

both were set against a fluctuating backdrop. 

Now, however, as you read this ninth 

instalment, it’s fair to say the first proper signs 

of optimism can be seen appearing over the 

horizon – and not just in the Tees Valley’s recent 

double Budget boost.

There is no doubt our journey back to some 

kind of normality remains a long one but, as 

spring replaces winter, the end is beginning to 

look in sight.

That feeling is reflected across this edition, 

perhaps no better than in our feature with 

FUJIFILM Diosynth Biotechnologies.

With the COVID-19 vaccine roll-out providing 

much of the optimism, we go inside the 

firm’s Billingham base to learn more about its 

headline-grabbing work on a crucial component 

in Novavax’s coronavirus injection candidate, 

which could help treat millions of people.

Staying on the theme of positive change, we 

focus on Newcastle-based law firm Womble 

Bond Dickinson’s switch to the city’s striking 

Helix science district.

Bosses say the move will harness the power 

of traditional face-to-face services with an office 

that provides the flexibility and collaborative 

space so required in the post-pandemic world.

Remaining still with positive change, we look 

at the North East Child Poverty Commission.

Beyond the obvious health connotations 

– and the changes to our work patterns and 

schooling arrangements – COVID-19 has 

exposed many areas in need of serious redress.

Opportunities for youngsters to have an 

equal chance in life was an unresolved problem 

for the region even before coronavirus struck.

And, with that in mind, we speak to 

commission director Amanda Bailey to learn 

how tangible action now can help children 

emerge from the pandemic – and those of 

future years – with greater potential to succeed.

Thank you to everyone who has contributed 

to this edition, and to our partners and 

advertisers who continue to support CONTACT. 

Your backing is very much appreciated.

I hope you enjoy this issue.

Steven

Hello and welcome to the latest edition of CONTACT.
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1 6  M A K I N G  C O N N E C T I O N S

D E L I V E R I N G  S O L U T I O N S 

F O R  A  S M A R T E R  F U T U R E

When marketing and out-of-the-home 

advertising firm Smart Outdoor sought 

to increase operational efficiency, it used 

connections made at a North East England 

Chamber of Commerce roundtable event to 

strike a partnership with software company 

Uptivity Apps

1 2

C H I E F  E X E C U T I V E ’ S  W E L C O M E

Reminding the Government of its Brexit responsibilities; 

celebrating Tees Valley’s Budget success; launching Great 

Reasons to do Business in the North East; and a regional firm’s 

central role in combating COVID-19
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2 6  C O N N E C T I V I T Y :  F E A T U R E

F U J I F I L M  D I O S Y N T H 

B I O T E C H N O L O G I E S

When FUJIFILM Diosynth Biotechnologies confirmed it was 

working alongside Novavax earlier this year to manufacture 

a COVID-19 vaccine candidate, it sent headline writers 

into a frenzy, lit up social media and even prompted Prime 

Minister Boris Johnson to visit the region. The international 

pharmaceutical contract development and manufacturing firm is 

now primed to deliver more than 60 million doses of inoculation 

from its Billingham laboratories

6 6  A R E A  F O C U S :  H A R T L E P O O L

D A R R E N  H A N K E Y

As the newly-installed chair of the North East England Chamber 

of Commerce’s Hartlepool council – and the longstanding 

principal of Hartlepool College of Further Education – Darren 

Hankey reveals how he is using his experience to strengthen 

skills provision and discusses why the importance of training and 

education has arguably never been higher

52  W O M E N ’ S  L E A D E R S H I P  F O R U M

A L I X  B O L T O N
The North East England Chamber of Commerce has established 

the Women’s Leadership Forum to provide a springboard for the 

region’s female talent to shine

58  I N F L U E N C E :  F E A T U R E

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

C O M M I S S I O N
The world may look markedly different through the prism of 

COVID-19, but for all the significant change wrought by the 

pandemic, some things have remained constant. They include 

the campaign to end child poverty. One organisation working 

hard to deliver tangible change is the North East Child Poverty 

Commission, which harnesses cross-sector support to lobby 

Government for policy changes that ensure all youngsters are 

afforded an equal chance in life

3 2  T H O U G H T  L E A D E R S H I P

K N O W L E D G E

Arlen Pettitt, North East England Chamber of Commerce 

knowledge development manager, looks at the changes many 

organisations and employees have gone through during the 

COVID-19 pandemic, and sees great potential to emerge from 

the health crisis with a more robust and productive approach

MORE
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NEWS Chamber member news round-up

Chancellor hands Tees Valley 
double Budget boost

I N V E S T M E N T

Tees Valley has received a major boost after the Government 

unveiled two developments it says will deliver thousands of jobs 

and bolster the economy.

The area was handed freeport status in the recent Budget, which 

Chancellor Rishi Sunak says will deliver “special economic zones 

with different rules that make it easier and cheaper to do business”.

Tees Valley’s freeport standing will cover a number of bases, 

including the Teesworks development, where the former Redcar 

SSI UK steelworks once operated.

In a second commitment to the Tees Valley, Darlington was 

chosen as the new home for a 750-job Treasury hub, with civil 

servants set to switch from London to the region in the coming 

months. However, a separate bid to create a 60,000-job North East 

England freeport in the north of the region – which was backed 

by various operators including the Port of Tyne, Port of Blyth and 

Nissan – was unsuccessful.

Reacting to the decision, bosses say they remain committed to 

implementing the “fantastic initiatives” included in their proposal.

James Ramsbotham, North East England Chamber of Commerce 

chief executive, said: “Confirmation of Tees Valley’s double success 

is good news for our region, our economy and our jobs market, and 

we look forward to seeing how the freeport development will be 

delivered.

“Of course, however, it was equally disappointing the North East 

England freeport bid wasn’t chosen by the Government too, and 

we are calling on ministers to review that proposal.”

The Teesworks development is transforming land including 
Redcar’s SSI UK steelworks site into a new industrial hub
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T R A N S P O R T

Airport delight 
at twin service 
boost

Airport bosses have hailed a site’s 

pivotal role in the “restoration of 

crucial global connectivity” after a 

new European service complemented 

the resumption of a blue-ribbon route.

Newcastle International Airport is 

now offering daily flights to Frankfurt 

alongside returning services between 

the North East and Paris.

Officials say the base’s Frankfurt 

offering will run seven days a week 

from late June onwards, with restored 

services to the French capital initially scheduled for Mondays and Fridays following a 

COVID-19 hiatus.

Championing the links both routes provide to European commercial hubs, as well as 

their international reach, Nick Jones, the airport’s chief executive, said its new Frankfurt 

link – operated by Lufthansa – will help the North East “compete in the future”.

He added: “This provides access to another major global hub for the North East 

public.”

Welcoming the restart of Air France’s Paris flights, which bosses say will ramp up over 

the summer months, Leon McQuaid, head of aviation development, said: “This provides 

vital connectivity for those who need to travel for essential reasons and marks an 

important step in the rebuilding of international travel.”

NEWS

M A R K E T I N G

Drive to raise 
marketing 
awareness

A campaign has been launched to help 

businesses better use marketing to 

unlock growth.

‘This is Marketing’, spearheaded by 

Charlie Nettle, aims to unite the sales 

industry with the wider commercial 

community to highlight marketing’s 

value to organisations.

Backed by the North East England 

Chamber of Commerce, the region’s 

local enterprise partnerships and 

universities, the project is also 

supported by bodies that include the 

Entrepreneurs’ Forum.

Charlie, commercial and marketing 

director at Middlesbrough’s AV Dawson, 

who was formerly North East England 

chair of the Chartered Institute of 

Marketing, said: “The lack of clarity 

around marketing is not only resulting 

in lost potential for businesses but 

is affecting the confidence of many 

professionals.”

James Ramsbotham, Chamber chief 

executive, added: “We need more 

businesses to recognise the strategic 

role that marketers can play.”

F I N A N C E

Leonard Curtis makes support vow 
after office expansion

A professional services provider says it aims to help “return companies to profitability 

and protect jobs” following the COVID-19 pandemic after confirming its expansion into 

the North East. 

Leonard Curtis has opened an office in Gateshead. 

Based on Team Valley Trading Estate, the company provides corporate restructuring 

and insolvency support, personal debt advice, equity and debt finance raising for SMEs, 

property solutions and legal services.   

Iain Nairn, insolvency practitioner and office lead, said: “There has been a lot of 

change in the local insolvency market over the last 12 months, which has limited choice 

around insolvency practitioners. 

“We’re here to help, to look for ways to return companies to profitability and to 

protect jobs where possible,” added Iain, who has worked with SMEs across the north 

East and Cumbria.

Newcastle International Airport has boosted its itinerary 
with new Frankfurt flights

Charlie Nettle



8

NEWS

Brenda McLeish, Learning Curve Group chief executive

E D U C A T I O N

Learning Curve Group expands 
with Merseyside takeover

A training and education provider has strengthened its national presence 

after taking on a North West operator. 

Learning Curve Group has acquired Antrec Limited. 

Bosses at the organisation, which is headquartered on Spennymoor’s 

DurhamGate development, say it will benefit from Antrec’s wealth of 

courses, which include adult learning programmes in construction and 

health and social care, and taxi driver training for the Liverpool area. 

Brenda McLeish, chief executive at Learning Curve Group, which 

supports more than 4500 businesses with workplace training, said: “This 

supports our growth strategy and presents new, exciting opportunities to 

our learners and employer partners.”

  The deal builds on Learning Curve Group’s acquisitions of the London 

Hairdressing Apprenticeship Academy, its counterpart London Beauty 

Training Academy and Acorn Training last year.

D I G I T A L

Aspire to deliver 
full fibre network

An IT firm has been appointed to deliver a 

next generation full fibre network. 

Aspire Technology Solutions has been 

chosen by Newcastle City Council to roll 

out a programme of work that ensures 

public sector sites such as hospitals, 

schools and local government buildings 

benefit from full fibre 100 gigabit 

connectivity.

Bosses at the business, which is 

working with Virgin Media Business 

Wholesale on the 20-year venture, say it 

will boost productivity, deliver millions in 

economic benefits and provide a platform 

for new smart city applications.

Chris Fraser, Aspire’s managing director, 

said: “We are delighted to be partnering 

with Newcastle City Council to deliver a 

network that will drive better outcomes.”

The full fibre initiative is supported 

by the Government’s Local Full Fibre 

Network programme.

T E C H N O L O G Y

Sage makes £30,000 donation to 
fight digital poverty

A software firm is calling on companies to follow its lead after donating £30,000 to 

help combat digital poverty in the region.

Sage is supporting Children North East’s Computers for Kids campaign, which 

aims to ensure youngsters stay connected with education during the COVID-19 

pandemic. Staff at the Newcastle-based IT business are also donating unused 

technology via the Sage Foundation, which officials say will match contributions 

with additional funding.

Paul Struthers, Sage UK & Ireland managing director, said: “The impact of digital 

exclusion is not a problem that will diminish when schools re-open as normal.”

Businesses can donate to the campaign by visiting https://children-ne.org.uk/

campaigns/computers-for-kids/
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NEWS

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

Hitachi Rail unveils new jobs in 
£8.5 million factory investment

A trainbuilder says it has created scores of jobs and laid a platform to 

be more globally competitive following a multi-million-pound plant 

investment.

Hitachi Rail has spent £8.5 million on welding and painting facilities at 

its factory in Newton Aycliffe, County Durham.

Bosses say the outlay – which has delivered 40 new posts and 

supported extensive staff training – will bolster work on rolling stock for 

the East Midlands Railway and Avanti West Coast franchises, and boost 

potential to export metro, commuter and high-speed trains to northern 

Europe and the Middle East.

They also say it means the business has spent £110 million on its County 

Durham plant since its opening in 2015.

Jim Brewin, Hitachi Rail’s head of UK & Ireland, said: “This is not only 

a sign of our continued commitment to the North East, but also British 

manufacturing and its supply chain.”

The company’s Newton Aycliffe plant previously made rolling stock for 

East Coast and Great Western routes under the Government’s InterCity 

Express Programme, and was responsible for delivering Class 385 trains 

for Scottish lines between Edinburgh and Glasgow.

Nissan’s Sunderland plant will make the company’s third 
generation Qashqai Image credit: Nissan

Hitachi Rail has invested in its Newton Aycliffe 
factory

A U T O M O T I V E

Nissan reveals new Sunderland-
made Qashqai

Nissan’s Sunderland plant will oversee production of the third generation of a 

flagship model.

The company’s regional production lines have been chosen to roll out a new 

lower emission Qashqai.

Officials say the model offers motorists mild hybrid and full hybrid options, 

with the latter based around the ePower drivetrain technology used on 

Nissan’s all-electric Leaf hatchback – which is also produced on Wearside.

The company’s Sunderland base has made the Qashqai for years, with the 

model – in 2019 – becoming the ten millionth vehicle to be manufactured at its 

North East factory since its 1986 opening.

Its Qashqai announcement came after claims from chief operating officer 

Ashwani Gupta in January that Britain’s trade agreement with Brussels will 

deliver a “competitive advantage” to operations, in the process protecting 

thousands of North East jobs and bolstering production on Wearside.
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NEWS

E N V I R O N M E N T 

A Sterling effort to provide greener power

A pharmaceutical manufacturing company has started work on a new factory it says will provide energy for hundreds of homes while 

boosting operational sustainability.

Sterling Pharma Solutions is building a bioplant enhancement at its site in Cramlington, Northumberland, which bosses say is the first 

of its kind in the UK.

They say the anaerobic plant will use micro-organisms to form biogas from liquid waste produced during manufacturing processes, 

which will then be purified to produce biomethane for the national gas grid. 

They add the bioplant, which is being developed in partnership with Synergie Environ, will minimise Sterling’s waste and offset 

greenhouse gas emissions by nearly 6500 tonnes of carbon dioxide equivalent per year.

Brian Peutherer, Sterling’s HSE director, said: “We will be supplying low-carbon energy, which will ultimately benefit the environment 

and the community. 

“This project is one of many that will enhance sustainability on our site and lead to a cleaner, greener Northumberland.”

D E V E L O P M E N T

Care home development ‘would deliver more 

than 100 jobs’

A property, leisure and care company has unveiled plans for a 

£10 million project it says has the potential to create more than 

100 jobs. 

Malhotra Group PLC hopes to build a 58-bed care home and 

12-bedroom specialist unit in Ashington.

Delivered under the firm’s Prestwick Care banner, officials say 

the development would be based on the town’s Kenilworth Road, 

where Essendene care home once stood.

 Bunty Malhotra, chief executive of Malhotra Group and Prestwick 

Care, said: “This will bring a real boost to the local economy, which 

is particularly welcome news in the current tough 

financial environment.”   

Announcement of the plans came after the company moved to 

new headquarters in Newcastle’s 50 Grey Street.

 Bosses say the building – now known as Malhotra House – will 

be home to the firm’s 60 head office staff once COVID-19 lockdown 

restrictions are lifted.

It replaces previous bases in the city’s Groat Market and Scottish 

Provident House.  

  Meenu Malhotra, group chairman, added: “The move embodies 

our commitment to preserving the heritage of the city centre, while 

always looking forward optimistically to the future.”

Bunty and Meenu Malhotra
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Outdoor clothing brand Montane is working with 
TruStack to improve its IT systems

Leo Gibson

T E C H N O L O G Y

Montane 
climbing higher 
with TruStack’s 
support

An outdoor clothing brand says it is well 

placed to enjoy further international 

expansion after teaming up with a North 

East neighbour to bolster IT provision.

Ashington-based Montane has 

appointed Cramlington’s TruStack to 

oversee software support.

Its relationship has already seen TruStack provide enhanced back-up and business 

continuity solutions, as well as allowing Montane staff to work remotely.

David Soulsby, Montane director, said: “We are very happy with our partnership with 

TruStack. 

“In the next six to 18 months we are going to go through a lot of changes and will be 

relying even more heavily on TruStack to support us.

“We have had other companies try to pick up our business, but we have never had 

any reason to part ways with TruStack – we have never had an issue that they have not 

helped us to overcome.”

Phil Cambers, TruStack’s commercial director, added: “Montane is a huge North East 

brand, which is almost a household name now. 

“The fact it has worked with us for so long and has continued to trust us to help 

provide the foundations they need to succeed and grow shows we are doing things 

right.”

T R A I N I N G

Leo issues 
apprenticeship 
take-up call

An apprentice has urged others to 

follow in his footsteps to secure 

careers in the post-COVID-19 era.

Leo Gibson says his fabrication 

apprenticeship with Cleveland Bridge 

is “the best thing I’ve done.”

The 20-year-old, who complements 

time at the Darlington business with 

studies at Hartlepool College of 

Further Education, says the variation 

in everyday activities his training 

provides is extremely enjoyable.

He said: “On this apprenticeship, 

you do plating and welding, so it’s 

two jobs in one. 

“I like how one day you’re looking 

at drawings and the next day you’re 

welding it.

“The college is great; it is really 

supportive and keeps me on my toes 

in a good way, letting me know about 

opportunities they think might be 

good for me too.”

“What’s been really good is that 

it’s not just the job you learn, you 

learn how to talk to different types of 

people and communicate in different 

ways.”

E V E N T S

Virtual shift gives Fresh Start Events 
contract boost 

A Wearside-based events company behind the North East’s largest business-to-business 

expo is celebrating local and international success after a switch to virtual events 

delivered new clients. Fresh Start Events, based in Houghton-le-Spring’s Evolve Business 

Centre, has secured work with regional operators including PD Ports, and is organising 

major conferences in the USA that will feature speakers such as MOBO Awards founder 

Kanya King. Marc Gordon, who runs the company, said: “We delivered a large scale 

smart pharma event in the USA and the client awarded another six, including two 

automotive conferences between March and May.”

A member of the North East England Chamber of Commerce, the business works 

closely with the Chamber events team to hosts its Chamber Showcase at the annual 

North East Expo. Marc added: “We plan for July’s event to be held virtually, but sincerely 

hope November’s is able to be held physically.”
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W E L C O M E

There’s a saying I like, which seems very apposite at present; 

‘don’t be a busy fool’.

Without a strategic plan, it is all too easy to be a busy fool – not 

getting anywhere fast yet running apace.

Our Government is sadly lacking a clear direction of travel for 

true business recovery and the necessary leadership qualities to 

get us out of our current challenges.

 We need them to set out a vision of the future to enable us 

to see what 2021 and beyond could look like so we can all work 

towards it, together.

They could start with the post-Brexit world.

It took four years to negotiate a deal and there is still very little 

detail about the huge benefits that were trumpeted as coming to 

our country. 

Our international trade companies are experiencing some 

fundamental problems with moving goods between Great Britain, 

Northern Ireland and the EU. We are working hard to provide as 

much support as possible to them, but the Government must 

remedy these problems causing real hardship and financial 

worries.

Among all of the current uncertainty on how our relationship 

with the EU will develop, one thing I am quite sure about, is how 

our fantastic businesses here in the North East will rise to the 

challenges.

Great businesses always find a way to tackle problems 

wherever they can.

Our region was centre stage when the recent Budget was 

announced, due to the major announcements for Tees Valley.

We were delighted the Chancellor supported many of our 

biggest business priorities, such as providing more business 

support measures and the relocation of Treasury jobs to our 

region. 

The Government has listened to our campaigns with the 

announcement of a business rates holiday, an extension of the 

furlough scheme and support for specific sectors like hospitality, 

as well as the great news about the new economic campus in 

Darlington.

We welcome the news that our region will have a freeport and 

look forward to seeing the detail on how it will be delivered, to 

add genuine economic value. 

However, other parts of the North East will be feeling like 

they missed out on investment and we urge the Government to 

reconsider the value and opportunities of a second freeport and 

other major projects in the north of our region.

The journey to recovery and genuinely closing the economic 

gaps in our country is going to be a long road and one on which 

we are very much at the start.

As we move slowly towards leaving the latest lockdown, we 

all need a good dose of optimism and as I am very much a glass 

half-full man, I’m delighted to be sharing news of a tremendous 

campaign we have launched.

Great Reasons to do Business in the North East will enable 

us to showcase the many assets we have here, from innovative 

companies creating new products to our tremendous quality of 

life.

Please get involved with this shop window for our many unique 

selling points and promote your own achievements by contacting 

the policy team.

We were fortunate to have two real-life examples of this with 

speeches by outstanding members who kindly shared their 

stories.

The first of these was Tombola’s Phil Cronin.

He has grown the Sunderland-based business from a handful 

of employees in the early 2000s to its current level of more than 

700, with 150 of them appointed in the last 12 months alone. 

Turnover has grown at a similar rate, currently standing at 

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

Reminding the Government of its Brexit responsibilities; celebrating Tees Valley’s Budget success; launching 
Great Reasons to do Business in the North East; and a regional firm’s central role in combating COVID-19

James Ramsbotham CBE
Chief executive
@NEEChamberJames

Beginning a journey 
of business recovery
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£120 million.

At our Tees Valley annual review,

we also had the benefit of hearing the

history behind the phenomenal growth

of FUJIFILM Diosynth Biotechnologies.

This Billingham company is

developing a COVID-19 vaccine with US

client Novavax, as well as working on

a number of other significant product

developments. Well done to their

fantastic team and thank you for 

becoming a Chamber Partner.

In the Chamber, we pride ourselves on 

ensuring every member has opportunities 

to grow their business and the largest 

public sector funded project in the 

country, HS2, is encouraging North East 

companies to apply for tenders.

I wholeheartedly encourage you 

to look at its website, which has 

opportunities across sectors and business 

sizes.

On a final note, I urge you to enter our 

Chamber Awards to help us celebrate all 

the achievements of the past 12 months. 

Overleaf, you will see the list of those 

companies who were given pride of 

place last year, which unfortunately we 

were not able to progress further, due to 

COVID-19.

It has been, and continues to be tough, 

but brighter days are definitely here, in 

all senses.
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- Digitalab

- Engenera Group

- Erudus

- Evidence Based Education

- Logic Architecture

- SpecifiedBy

- The Wonderful Wig Company

- UK Pods Ltd

- WhiteWash Laboratories

- Bailey Group Chartered Accountants

- Bloom Procurement

- Elmtronics

- Northern Gas and Power

- Osbit

- Razorblue

- Synergi

- Tharsus

- Aspire Technology Solutions

- Beamish Museum

- Drain Doctor North East

- Elliott Recruitment

- Fergusons Transport

- Jesmond Dene House

- LemonTop Ltd

- Lucid Technology Solutions

- Redrose Nutraceutical Manufacturer

- Cluedini (Yarm) Ltd

- Cubic Transportation Systems Ltd

- globalbridge

- Instore Radio

- ITC Service Ltd

- Lingotot

- Lusso Stone

- Northern Gas and Power

- Deloitte

- Gavurin

- Learning Curve Group

- Metnor Group

- Retroflo Ltd

- The Skill Mill

- Embracing Care

- Orca Cleaning Services

- Solarglide Ltd

- Prima Cheese

- Restaurant Design

- Denstu Aegis

- Industo

- Mott McDonald

- Port of Tyne

- Planning House

- Venator

- AGMA Ltd

- Barrier Ex

- ECCO Finishing

- RTR GmbH & Co

- Venator

- Waterstons

- Lusso Stone

- Tartan Manor

C H A M B E R  B U S I N E S S  A W A R D S  &  I N S P I R I N G  F E M A L E S  A W A R D S  S H O R T L I S T  2 0 2 0

The Chamber Business Awards and Chamber Inspiring Females Awards arrived in January last year. Little 
did we know, as we excitedly launched this new programme for members, just what was to come. In 2020 
the pressures of the pandemic, cancellation of our national awards programme and the need to focus on 
our core Chamber objective of supporting North East business, culminated in the overall cancellation of our 
first awards programme. No one was more disappointed than the Chamber team who had worked tirelessly 
to bring this opportunity to our members. After receiving over 300 applications, judges had shortlisted our 
finalists just days before lockdown. We want to pay tribute to each and every organisation and individual, who 
achieved so much by being shortlisted, but, due to the pandemic, did not reach an awards ceremony. In our 
eyes, you are all winners.

Chamber Business Awards

Small business of the year Best use of tech Workplace wellbeing

Ecommerce business of the year

High growth business of the year Employer of the year Export business of the year

Customer commitment Family business
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- Brenda McLeish – Learning Curve Group

-  Gemma Lowery – Bradley Lowery 

Foundation

- Tracy Chandler – Emirates

-  Leanne Wilkinson – Cubic Transportation

-  Nicola Wood – The Wonderful Wig 

Company

- Sarah Chadwick – Mott McDonald

-  Alexandra Forster – Bailey Group 

Chartered Accountants

-  Charlotte Mitchell – Wander Films

- Charys Urwin – Komatsu

- Annie Barr – AB Health Group

- Emma Gaudern – EMG Solicitors

-  Jayne Graham MBE – Society Matters CIC

- Jo Douglas-Harris – Venator

- Lauren Davison – Solarglide

-  Leah Barrett – Northern Gas and Power

-  Nicola Anne Wood – The Wonderful Wig 

Company 

- Shirley Simpson – Tomlinson Hall & Co.

- Sarah Chadwick – Mott Macdonald

- Tracy Chandler – Emirates

-  Vijayalakshmi Subramani – Kerckhoffs Ltd

Inspiring female business 
leader of the year

Inspiring female of the year

Community & CSR 
inspiring female of the year

Apprentice of the year

Chamber Inspiring 
Females Awards

- Beamish Museum

- Carney Consulting

- Clearly Drinks

- EMG Solicitors

- Komatsu

- Lingotot

- Northumbria Police

- Prima Cheese

- The Wonderful Wig Company

Inspiring employer of the year
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Delivering solutions for a 
smarter future

When the Newcastle Eagles lifted the 

BBL Cup recently, it wasn’t the only 

impressive North East teamwork on 

show.

For while the country’s most 

successful basketball team was 

defeating the London Lions in Leicester’s 

Morningside Arena in late January, 

another example of regionally-nurtured 

collaboration was catching the eye too.

This, though, had nothing to do 

with pinpoint passing or three-point 

plays, and more to do with the court’s 

perimeter.

As the Eagles swooped to glory, they 

did so against a backdrop of colourful 

digital advertisement screens, which 

were fitted and operated on the day by 

Houghton-le-Spring’s Smart Outdoor.

Britain’s premier basketball league is 

one of many clients for the marketing 

and out-of-the-home advertising firm.

Known for screens that bookmark the 

Tyne Tunnel and provide vivid displays 

on the Tyne Bridge and at Teesside 

International Airport, the company’s 

influence stretches across the UK, with 

countless national shopping centre 

displays complemented by a presence 

outside Scotland’s Murrayfield Stadium.

However, for all its successes – which 

now include a joint venture in the 

North West – the Rainton Bridge South 

Business Park-based firm is not resting 

on its laurels.

It is, in fact, looking to push even 

further ahead, and is collaborating with 

Uptivity Apps to do just that.

Having struck up a relationship at 

a North East England Chamber of 

Commerce roundtable event, where 

Smart Outdoor’s Iain Catterall met 

Uptivity Apps’ founder and chief 

executive Muhammad Ali, the company 

is now exercising a raft of the Newcastle 

software firm’s digital services to 

increase operational efficiency.

Using a suite of complementary apps, 

Smart Outdoor now oversees asset 

management, apparatus maintenance 

and stock control in real-time, using 

QR coding that allows staff to monitor 

repair histories and upload information 

on completed jobs, and customers to 

flag issues.

All of which, says the business’ 

managing director and founder Mark 

Catterall, is helping deliver a robust 

customer experience. 

“We have a lot of different assets 

in many places, and their constant 

maintenance is very important,” he says.

“If an engineer is going to fix 

something, he needs to be able to know 

what work has been performed in the 

past.

“With our new system, we see from 

start to end, and can instantly highlight 

exactly what has been done on a 

checklist.

“Our partnership is also providing vital 

stock control support; if an engineer 

takes apparatus out to a site, we see that 

immediately, as we do when items are 

logged back into the system.”

Mark says Uptivity Apps’ support 

has proved particularly vital during the 

ongoing coronavirus outbreak, wherein 

the company has pivoted to offer an 

alternative service – 20-inch smart 

hand sanitiser advertisement screens in 

shopping centres and garages, with the 

partnership ensuring dispensers remain 

full and in good working order.

“It is all about being less reactive and 

more in control,” says Mark.

“Muhammad has adapted apps for 

us that provide us with a total record 

on maintenance and control of assets, 

which includes our hand sanitisers.

When marketing and out-of-the-home advertising firm Smart Outdoor 
sought to increase operational efficiency, it used connections made 
at a North East England Chamber of Commerce roundtable event 
to strike a partnership with software company Uptivity Apps. Steven 
Hugill finds out more

Smart Outdoor
www.smartoutdoor.co.uk

Uptivity Apps
www.uptivity.co.uk
@uptivityapps

M A K I N G  C O N N E C T I O N S
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“They are now being rolled out and 

our app means customers can digitally 

request sanitiser top-ups to specific 

sites or repairs by scanning a QR code, 

ensuring a consistent customer service.

“Our partnership, going forward, will 

also help with areas such as hyper-local 

advertising.

“If a client wants a specific advert 

in a certain geographical spot, the 

technology we are using will be able to 

help us monitor what is being displayed 

and ensure the correct displays are 

being sent to the right units.”

Muhammad agrees, and says he and 

his team are already looking at ways 

to boost its technological provision to 

Smart Outdoor.

“The next step is the innovation part,” 

he says.

“I’m always trying to find better ways 

of doing things for clients and we know 

that with smart screens, the content 

needs to be managed as well as the 

equipment maintenance. 

“That means there is further 

collaboration and innovation to be 

made,” continues Muhammad, whose 

company lists work locally with care 

homes, hospitals, fire safety companies 

and large distribution facilities including 

Heathrow Airport, which monitored 

toiletry levels just prior to the COVID-19 

outbreak with the business’ Stock 

Control App.

He continues: “For us, it’s now about 

presenting a solution for Smart Outdoor 

to better manage screens and their 

content; it is all about joining them 

together.”

A perfect example of Uptivity Apps’ 

continuous pursuit of improvement 

came during the COVID-19 pandemic, 

when it improved checklist apparatus 

to help operatives fulfil jobs while 

remaining safe.

Muhammad says: “We updated the 

app in a way that means people are 

presented with a standard operational 

checklist before they visit a site, 

which makes sure they follow clients’ 

procedures.

“The app also has a safety and quality 

check function built-in – it is easy when 

you have multiple things to do on site 

to forget one element – and a training 

element too, which allows companies 

such as Smart Outdoor to upload videos 

of standard practices.

“Furthermore, while allowing for the 

instant uploading of job images, the 

system also automatically generates 

a site visit report, which eliminates 

paperwork and therefore helps maintain 

social distancing during the pandemic.”

And, having helped operators around 

the world, which include a Middle 

Eastern oil and gas firm managing 

energy pipelines in the desert, 

Muhammad says he is looking forward to 

supporting a North East firm on the next 

phase of its growth journey.

He says: “We have a lot of experience 

in what Mark and his team are looking 

for, and we will continue working 

with them to get the most out of our 

platforms.

“Everything is mobile, and our 

strength very much lies in getting 

people to do things more smartly and 

efficiently.”

Mark adds: “Muhammad has taken 

on board what we are doing, and how 

we are doing things, but is now coming 

up with ideas that assess where we are 

going to be in the coming months to 

help with our progression. 

“This isn’t a one-off; it is the start of a 

great partnership.”

Mark Catterall, Smart Outdoor managing 
director and founder
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It has been well documented that Nexus 

are making big plans for the future, 

including investing £362 million on a 

new fleet of trains. 

Their partnership with Swiss train 

builder Stadler was announced in 

January 2020 and 42 new trains will 

start to be manufactured this year, with 

the first ones entering passenger service 

in 2023. 

They will be a welcome sight for 

Metro passengers, some 36 million 

a year in pre-COVID-19 times, who 

are accustomed to dealing with the 

unpredictability that the current 

40-year-old trains can bring.

A further £100 million is being 

invested in the Metro Flow project, 

which will see Nexus upgrade and 

electrify three sections of single track in 

South Tyneside. 

Improvements to three kilometres 

of the line will mean the whole Metro 

network will have capacity for an extra 

24,000 passenger journeys every day.

With nearly half a billion pounds in 

investment in trains, track and other 

developments, including a new ferry 

landing, Nexus is focused on its future. 

Martin Kearney, Nexus’ chief operating 

officer, says: “Although it’s been a 

challenging year for everyone, at Nexus 

we have kept a focus on our future, and 

that doesn’t just mean our new fleet and 

infrastructure developments. 

“Investing in our workforce is key to 

us achieving success and last year we 

were delighted to open the doors of our 

new, purpose-built Learning Centre in 

South Shields. 

“This facility is a key part of our vision 

for Nexus, transforming the quality and 

the scale of the training we provide.

“Our employees are our biggest asset, 

and we must prioritise their learning 

and development. It’s the key to them 

delivering the best possible services for 

the people who rely on our services.”

The £12 million Learning Centre brings 

Nexus’ learning needs under one roof, 

for everyone from apprentices to senior 

leaders, and ensures that the 1000-plus 

Nexus workforce will benefit from the 

development. 

Recruiting for the future

A rejuvenated recruitment drive for 

ten new apprentices took place earlier 

this year, after being paused in 2020 

due to the pandemic. The roles, in 

infrastructure, project management 

and business administration, received 

a record number of applications for 

apprenticeship posts. 

Over 90 per cent of Nexus 

apprentices move into a higher 

apprenticeship or full employment on 

completion. Many are also supported in 

further or higher education, or specialist 

qualifications, while working in their 

permanent role. 

Stuart Clarke joined Nexus as an 

apprentice electrician in 1997 and is 

now Metro infrastructure director, a 

role which sees him head up all the 

maintenance and modernisation work on 

the 77-kilometre Metro network.

During his time at Nexus, Stuart has 

gained a degree in engineering and a 

master’s degree in project management.

Stuart says: “When I think back to 

my time as an apprentice and all the 

hard work that I’ve put in over the years, 

it is all now so worthwhile. Nexus as 

an employer has played such a huge 

part in where I’ve got to today. The 

From apprentices to specialists 
– a workforce at the heart of 
business
Nexus is looking to the future 
with plans for a more agile and 
innovative approach to their 
work. This includes investing 
in the workforce with a new, 
purpose-built learning centre 
in South Shields, reinforcing the 
organisation’s commitment to 
supporting an engaged and 
inclusive workplace

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

Nexus
www.nexus.org.uk
@My_Metro
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organisation’s commitment to training 

and development is second-to-none. I’m 

looking forward to seeing more of our 

new apprentices making their mark in 

the years to come.”

Investing in apprenticeships is vital to 

Nexus, ensuring it has people with the 

right skills within the business, building 

their careers and securing the future of 

its workforce.

Head of learning at Nexus, Heather 

Blevins, says: “Apprenticeships are vital 

for the long-term future of Nexus.

“Apprentices will get first-class 

training, opening the door to a brilliant 

career in the transport industry. At a 

time when there is a skills shortage in 

this sector, it is vital that we invest in 

training and development to continue 

to deliver the essential services to our 

passengers for many more years to 

come.”

A driving force

Thirty trainee train drivers were among 

the first to use the Learning Centre – 

the biggest ever intake of new Metro 

drivers. 

Some training schools were unable to 

take place during the first lockdown, but 

the new drivers are now undertaking six 

months of training and will be ready to 

go into service in March and April 2021.  

Heather adds: ”Metro drivers are 

among the first to use the new facilities 

as we push ahead with the latest 

training schools, which previously had 

been held up by the first lockdown. 

“A lot of our training was previously 

being delivered in mobile classrooms, so 

this new building heralds a new era and 

a step change in quality.”

The new facility includes a 70-metre 

stretch of dual track for Nexus to stable 

two trains and will eventually house 

a new Metro driver training simulator, 

in preparation for the delivery of new 

Metrocars from 2023.

Existing train drivers have played 

a key role in the development of the 

drivers cab in the new fleet of trains. 

Last year, Stadler provided them with 

VR headsets, offering an immersive 

experience that allowed drivers to see 

inside the new cab before it has been 

built.

Drivers provided essential feedback 

on the controls, layout and instrument 

displays, which has then been 

incorporated into a full-size replica cab 

for final consultation before the trains 

are constructed. 

Metro development director at Nexus, 

Neil Blagburn, says: “This full-scale 

mock-up gives a real sense of the 

exciting future that the new trains are 

going to bring to Tyne and Wear Metro.

“The technology will be 

transformative, and the mock-up allows 

the drivers to experience what they can 

expect from the proposed cab layout 

and design, building on the work they 

did using virtual reality technology. 

“I know that they really appreciate 

the opportunity to experience the new 

trains in this way, and have their final say 

on the design before the production line 

starts to roll.” 

Specialising in skills

Nexus’ learning and development team, 

led by Heather, currently includes 16 

trainers, and the team is growing. 

Specialists in digital learning, 

customer services and overhead line 

works have just been recruited to the 

organisation. 

Heather says: ”We’ve created new 

posts in particular specialisms after 

looking closely at what the organisation 

needs and where we can really support 

in vital learning for some of our key 

roles.

“Specialists who are highly skilled 

and experienced in these areas will 

greatly enhance the knowledge and 

competences of our workforce.” 

A bright future

Nexus is working on plans to build 

passenger numbers back up when 

lockdown eases, and welcome them 

back on to a clean, safe, reliable 

network. 

Their vision for 2025 includes plans 

for a more agile and innovative approach 

to their work, better uses of technology 

and improved customer experiences. 

Martin sums up their aims. 

He adds: “As the world has changed, 

so must Nexus. We need to grow and 

strengthen to meet the challenges we 

face, and we can only do that with 

the dedication and hard work of our 

employees. We want all our people to 

thrive with us and we’re committed 

to supporting and promoting an 

engaged and inclusive workplace, with a 

workforce as diverse as the communities 

we serve.”
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T
rade policy rarely grabs the headlines. 

The terms on which goods and services are 
exchanged internationally are rarely exciting, and 
free trade agreements that summarise them often 
comprise of reams of pages of dense legal text. 

The EU-Japan free trade agreement stretches to more than 1800 
pages – five times longer than Pride & Prejudice. 

And, while the latter is one of the most popular book selections 
on Desert Island Discs, I have yet to hear anyone ask to take the 
‘EU-Japan Economic Partnership Agreement’ to a deserted island. 

Following the UK’s departure from the European Union, 
however, trade policy is in the spotlight. 

For the first time since the UK joined the European Economic 
Community (EEC) 48 years ago, powers over trade policy – 
signing trade agreements, setting tariffs and handling trade 
disputes – will sit with Westminster and not Brussels.

Since 2019, the Department for International Trade (DIT) has 
been utilising these powers to negotiate trade deals. 

Agreements we benefited from as EU members have been 
replaced, most notably with Japan, and negotiations have begun 
with the United States, Australia and New Zealand. 

The UK has also begun the process of joining the 
Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for the Trans-Pacific 

Partnership (CPTPP), an 11-member agreement that includes 
Vietnam and Malaysia. That all of this comes in addition to signing 
a trade agreement with the EU, shows just how busy DIT have 
been. 

Liz Truss, Secretary of State for Trade, has spoken about the 
need to grow UK trade globally, and signing free trade agreements 
would be one way to do this, bringing benefits to the UK and the 
North East.

By lowering tariffs on goods moving between countries, 
harmonising standards such as environmental and labour 
regulations, and reducing non-tariff barriers including certain 
documentation requirements, free trade agreements make trade 
easier for both sides. 

Whether the elimination of tariffs on UK imports reduces 
manufacturing costs, or harmonised standards reduce the overall 
paperwork burden, liberalising trade nevertheless lowers costs and 
makes UK products more competitive overseas. 

While trade with other countries will never replace the EU, due 
to our strong historic and geographical relationship with Europe, 
growing trade across the world will still benefit the UK. 

Diversifying UK trade and reducing reliance on the EU (circa 60 
per cent of North East exports go to the EU) would add resilience 
to the economy. 

Break down the barriers 
to realise a prosperous 

trading future
With Britain’s departure from the European Union (EU) continuing to deliver seismic change 
across the trading landscape, Tom Kennedy, North East England Chamber of Commerce EU 

transition officer, says the Government must act with haste to secure new free trade agreements 
that will provide companies with fresh export opportunities and support the UK’s economic 

recovery from the COVID-19 pandemic

Tom Kennedy
tom.kennedy@neechamber.co.uk

@NEEChamberTomK

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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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

In early 2020, while COVID-19 was wreaking havoc across 
Western Europe, trading so much with one bloc left the UK more 
vulnerable to trade disturbances than if a greater proportion of our 
trade was with Latin America, Africa or Asia, for example. 

Agreements that help boost trade with these areas would help 
build in resilience, in case COVID-19 or another event were to 
disrupt trade on the continent.  

Reducing barriers to trade can also play a part in the region’s 
coronavirus recovery. 

Lowering tariffs on goods entering the UK will make them more 
affordable for consumers, many of whom will have been impacted 
by the pandemic’s economic repercussions, while UK exports 
being more competitive overseas will help boost the recovery.

 As a region, the value of North East exports per capita is around 
ten per cent higher than the national average, but the percentage of 
North East firms that do export is low. 

Across England, there are 29 exporters per 10,000 people, 
whereas in the North East, there are only 20 – the lowest level in 
England. 

Expanding the export base and addressing issues that stop 
North East companies from exporting will be fundamental in 
levelling up and promoting growth.

Outside the EU, the UK no longer needs to reconcile its trade 
policy with 27 other nations and can instead tailor agreements to 
its strengths. 

The Government can align trade policy with its ‘levelling-up’ 
agenda by prioritising agreements that reduce barriers and provide 
market opportunities in areas of strength for regions such as the 
North East. 

For example, an agreement that lowered barriers and eliminated 
tariffs on machinery, chemicals and automotive exports, sectors 
of strength for our region, would disproportionately benefit the 
North East. 

Life outside of the EU will present significant challenges 
to businesses, as long-established trading relationships face 
disturbances. 

It also presents the Government with the chance to present new 
opportunities to business, however. 

Signing free trade agreements across the globe, tailored to UK 
economic needs and supporting export growth is one tangible way 
in which the Government can support a fair COVID-19 recovery 
and further the idea of Global Britain.



22

How to capture the key contribution 

corporate partners can make to 

community sport when clubs, coaches 

and players everywhere had been told to 

stay home and stay safe? 

It’s a conundrum that GiveToLocal was 

determined to solve at the turn of the 

year and a hurdle the Tyneside-based 

sports tech service was desperate to 

overcome in the face of a challenging 

global pandemic. 

“In an ideal world, we’d have been out 

and about meeting the volunteers at the 

heart of community sport, filming the 

smiling faces of kids enjoying time with 

their friends and telling the stories of 

those impacted by sport’s power to do 

good,” explains David Broom. 

As a parent and youth football 

coach, GiveToLocal’s head of corporate 

relations understands better than most 

the value of community sport and its 

enduring capacity for positive change.

“When I meet with the North East’s 

business community, that’s what I want 

to show them when they ask how their 

support can help local communities,” he 

adds. 

“When I’m asked what GiveToLocal 

is all about and how our technology is 

making a difference to real people at 

grassroots level, I know those pictures 

will speak louder than words.

“But we’re a community sport 

organisation that’s been unable to tap 

into the essence of community sport 

for the best part of a year. We wanted 

to get the message across knowing full 

well that our best asset — the people 

— probably wouldn’t be accessible until 

spring at the earliest.”

The absence of community sport, 

coupled with restrictions on face-to-face 

meetings and the staging of events, 

meant David and his team needed to 

hit the reset button in a bid to reach 

potential partners with the right 

message. 

It was clear that businesses wanted to 

know more about GiveToLocal’s mission 

to pump an additional £10 million a 

year annually into community sport 

but how could key decision makers 

gain a comprehensive insight into the 

organisation’s ethos and strategy? 

Webinars were the obvious way 

forward.

“We hope our name speaks for itself,” 

says GiveToLocal chief executive Neil 

Gardiner. “But the webinars were a 

chance to explain where that name 

comes from, why people should 

support their local communities and 

why GiveToLocal is the right option for 

corporates looking to make a positive 

difference in 2021 and beyond.

“We decided to introduce the 

webinars in order to get across our 

key messages and fire up a corporate 

network that has the potential to do so 

much good for communities across the 

North East.

“I don’t think we ever imagined that 

there would be so much early interest 

and I’d like to thank each and every one 

of the businesses who took time out of 

their busy schedules to learn about the 

work that we do.

“With the support of the North East 

England Chamber of Commerce, our 

corporate network is expanding quickly 

in this region and beyond. The webinars 

represented an opportunity to take that 

one step further.”

This time last year, the very notion 

of webinars as a primary networking 

tool would have raised eyebrows in 

boardrooms across the region. Fast 

forward 12 months and David believes 

GiveToLocal’s approach has sparked a 

fresh debate — internally and externally 

— around remote relationship building 

and a combined approach to key 

messaging.

“Don’t get me wrong,” he adds, “I’m 

a people person and as soon as it’s 

possible to get back to face-to-face 

Why distance is no barrier to 
building networks
GiveToLocal’s webinars offer a window into the world of the community sport innovator

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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meetings and staging interactive, in-

person events, I’ll be out there in a flash.

“As far as I’m concerned, nothing 

beats being in a room with someone and 

being able to get across how I feel about 

the work that we do.

“However, we have to be realistic. 

“Earlier this year, the webinars might 

have been our only option as a means 

of showcasing GiveToLocal but we felt 

there was an opportunity to reach a 

wider audience and to use our time 

efficiently and effectively.

“Given the positive feedback following 

the sessions I think we’d be foolish to 

ignore webinars in the future as part 

of a combined approach to wider 

conversations with the corporate 

community.”

Those businesses keen to find out 

about GiveToLocal’s unique connection 

to community sport included Virgin 

Money, NatWest, Brewin Dolphin and 

Sanderson Young.

They were joined on the webinars 

by representatives from AkzoNobel, 

Bidfood, Harlands Accountants, Bam 

Nuttall, Newcastle Building Society, 

Metro Bank, Womble Bond Dickinson 

and many more.

Kathryn McLaughlin, head of 

communications at Newcastle Building 

Society, says: “Like GiveToLocal, 

Newcastle Building Society believes 

in the power of facilitating meaningful 

connections and keeping communities 

together.  

“We were excited to attend the 

webinar to learn more about how 

businesses can help to protect the future 

of community sports clubs.:

Gary Fawcett, divisional director at 

Brewin Dolphin, adds: “I had heard quite 

a bit about GiveToLocal. I was intrigued 

by their proposition and so I signed up 

to the webinar to learn more.  

“Given the current climate, I think 

it’s a fantastic idea to try and provide 

vitally needed support for local sports 

organisations by getting businesses 

involved with regular giving.

“At the same time, GiveToLocal is 

creating a network for those firms 

involved to hopefully help each other.”

GiveToLocal’s webinars highlighted 

a commitment to gathering the 

support needed to protect clubs and 

small businesses at the heart of the 

community, now and into the future.

It’s a mantra shared by Mark Catterall, 

managing director of North East-based 

signage firm Smart Outdoor. “We’re 

excited to support GiveToLocal as a 

national partner and it was great to be 

able to sponsor the webinars,” he says.

“We believe in what Neil and the 

team is doing and can see the positive 

impact their approach is having.

“I come from a background in 

grassroots sport and the clubs I’ve been 

involved with have always been at the 

heart of the local community.

“GiveToLocal offers an opportunity 

for corporate partners to support those 

communities.” 

GiveToLocal’s unique fundraising 

model gives community sport clubs 

across the North East the opportunity 

to raise thousands of pounds of 

additional income each year. 

Its fee-free platform ensures every 

penny raised through donations from 

local individuals goes directly to 

community sport.

Last month, GiveToLocal revealed a 

fresh recruitment drive is on course to 

grow its workforce to 60 in less than 

two years and Neil adds: “It’s not been 

easy for organisations to generate and 

sustain growth during the last 12 months 

and, like so many others, GiveToLocal 

has faced its fair share of challenges.

“However, with a constantly 

increasing network of support, we’ve 

been able to press ahead with our plans 

to back sport, boost business and build 

networks.

“To grow our workforce from zero 

to 60 within two years is a significant 

achievement.

“We have the confidence to grow 

at scale because we’ve tested our 

processes with real people. 

“We know how and where our 

technology fits, where the support for 

community sport is needed most and 

how it needs to be deployed. The desire 

to scale that support and our impact is 

what drives future recruitment.

“And it’s why we wanted to reach out 

to the North East business community 

via the webinars.”

Visit www.givetolocal.com/

corporates to discover how your 

business can help to make a difference 

to community sport across the 

North East.
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The COVID-19 pandemic, repeated lockdowns and the 

fundamental change in the way organisations now operate has 

brought professional mental health to the forefront. Workplace 

wellbeing is now a widely discussed topic in virtual board, HR 

and operational meetings across the country. 

Companies are realising why putting in place strong, 

purposeful measures aimed at protecting and improving 

employee mental health is vital; a healthy workforce is a happy 

and productive one. Those businesses with a culture focused on 

staff wellbeing will have lower sickness rates, greater employee 

retention and increased turnover due to higher employee 

satisfaction and productivity. 

But how do organisations achieve this? The answer lies in 

having a whole organisation approach. At Gateshead College, 

mental health has always formed a vital part of its culture, one of 

its most important priorities - that sits at the heart of its ethos.

The college has continuously invested in employee wellbeing 

training to promote better mental health and offer additional 

support as and when needed by its people. The entire workforce 

was encouraged to complete a mental health course, which has 

helped them to spot the signs of a friend or colleague struggling 

with their mental health. 

Staff also have a dedicated counselling and advice 

programme that’s led by designated mental health champions as 

well as a strong flexible working policy so employees can work 

around personal commitments.

Mark Smiles, a teacher at the college who has recently 

completed a first aid mental health course, says: “It’s great that 

the college is providing a course like this and the delivery of the 

sessions was top quality. It genuinely educated me on current 

protocols and etiquette dealing with mental health emergencies. 

“Importantly, I finished the course with a little more 

confidence to help someone with their mental health and

understood effective strategies that would support them.”

During the pandemic, the college has continued to offer 

mental health support to staff and students, by adapting the 

way they do things. The annual ‘Walk and Talk’ event, which 

encourages staff to go for a walk while chatting with colleagues, 

simply switched to a virtual event and the face-to-face support 

for staff and students became phone and videocall wellbeing 

check-ins.

The college recently played a key role in developing a national 

online wellbeing resource for further education staff and 

students (www.letschatwellbeing.co.uk) which has films and 

toolkits that are helpful for anyone in any industry. 

The college is also offering mental health training to help 

other North East organisations be better placed to look after 

their people. Mental health training in the workplace can be 

overlooked but it’s crucial to understand someone struggling 

with their mental health and what vital signs you need to spot to 

be able to support them. The training is an effective educational 

tool too, addressing stigma and challenges around mental 

health. 

The free virtual courses enable businesses to enhance and 

continue staff learning despite the pandemic. They’re led by 

professional tutors who are experts in their field and will be 

there for each individual to support them and ensure they stay 

on track and complete their course successfully. 

Gillian Liddle is leading the health and care virtual training at 

Gateshead College. She says: “Our virtual courses are proving 

really popular and I think that’s down to them being very flexible 

and having that tutor support available. We’re particularly seeing 

a lot of businesses and individuals enrolling on the mental health 

programmes, which is certainly a sign of the current times and 

people feeling a need to be better placed to understand and 

support good mental health and wellbeing.”

employers@gateshead.ac.uk
www.gateshead.ac.uk/virtualcourses
0191 490 2258

Workplace 
wellbeing 
critical 
post-COVID-19
The pandemic has put employee mental health 
firmly in the spotlight with businesses becoming 
more responsive to their employees’ needs. 
Gateshead College, one of the region’s leading 
further education providers, works with employers 
across the North East to help them improve 
workplace wellbeing

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

Gateshead College staff taking part in the ‘Walk and Talk’ event in 2019
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The decision to set up a freeport on 

Teesside helped to confirm my long-held 

belief that, in the words of Norwegian 

synth pop-band, A-Ha, “The sun always 

shines on TV [Tees Valley]”.

But while the decision not to award 

a freeport to the North-East based bid 

was undeniably disappointing, there is no 

need for businesses – and cities – that are 

not directly part of the free zone to be 

too downcast. 

When the dust settles, it will become 

clear that there are still plenty of 

opportunities for businesses to take 

advantage of what is great news for our 

entire region.

It is fantastic the Government decided 

to set up a freeport on Teesside. 

It will help deliver transformational 

improvements and drive forward the 

‘levelling-up’ agenda. 

The freeport will bring millions of 

pounds of investment, create significant 

new jobs and support some of the 

UK’s key sectors, such as clean energy, 

chemicals, transport and infrastructure to 

name just a few. 

We have already heard, for example, 

that GE Renewable Energy will open a 

new multi-million-pound factory on the 

Teesworks site to manufacture blades for 

the largest offshore wind farm in the UK. 

So the economic potential of the 

freeport cannot be underestimated: it 

is huge and will play an important role 

in strengthening the North East’s future 

trading position.

As delighted as we all are for Teesside, 

it should not mean that the region’s 

other businesses will miss out. In fact, a 

collaborative, pan-regional approach will 

be essential if we are to make a success 

of this venture.

In order to realise the full benefit 

of the freeport, further transport and 

infrastructure investment will be essential, 

particularly as the freeport is based on a 

multi-gateway, multi-modal model, with 

links to rail-enabled sites and Teesside 

International Airport. 

Excellent transport links will need to 

be established or enhanced to support, 

for example, just-in-time logistics and 

operations within the freeport. But these 

improved transport links will be beneficial 

to us all in the region.

Much of the initial press coverage 

and social media comment relating to 

the freeports announcement gave the 

impression that benefits would only apply 

directly to the entire geographical area 

falling within the outer boundary of the 

successful bid. 

But that does not mean businesses 

outside those areas are excluded from the 

benefits and are ‘losers’ in the process.

 For example, the principal customs 

benefits – deferral and tariff inversion – 

can still be obtained by manufacturers 

operating outside a freeport customs 

site by means of specific applications for 

reliefs. 

In short, the main difference between 

a business operating within a freeport 

and those operating elsewhere is that 

freeport customs sites automatically 

carry those benefits, while businesses 

operating elsewhere must make separate 

applications for them.

Also remember that as freeports are 

intended to promote inward investment, 

job creation and innovation, this will 

hopefully create a ‘ripple effect’  to 

the surrounding area and bring a wide 

range of ancillary benefits that lead to 

the creation of more new businesses 

and drive the wider region’s growth and 

economic diversity. 

If we all work together, there will be 

opportunities aplenty for businesses in 

the North East to make the most of this 

freeport.

Teesside freeport will deliver 
opportunities for the entire 
region
There is no doubt Teesside emerged as a real winner following the Chancellor’s announcement that a freeport 
will be created there. However, the move still presents huge opportunities for businesses across the region, 
says Kevin Bell, transport partner at law firm Womble Bond Dickinson

www.womblebonddickinson.com
@WBD_UK

A D V E R T I S I N G  F E A T U R E :  W O M B L E  B O N D  D I C K I N S O N
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Diane Youdale is well versed in the defence of honour.

For years, as the character Jet on ITV Saturday evening show 

Gladiators, she turned hitting contestants with pugil sticks 

and foam pads into an art form, using her physical prowess to 

protect her athletic reputation and that of her comrades.

More recently, she was adding her support to a campaign 

aimed at saving Redcar’s blast furnace – a totem of Teesside’s 

iron and steelmaking heritage – from demolition.

So when her hometown of Billingham – and with it the 

company helping to develop another COVID-19 vaccine – 

was mistaken for Newcastle during Channel Four show The 

Last Leg, it was perhaps inevitable she would step in, with 

pugil stick in hand, to provide host Adam Hills with a friendly 

geographical reminder.

It may all have been in the name of fun, but there was a 

serious – and life-changing – side to the shenanigans.

Comedian Hills’ faux pas came as he celebrated the news 

that FUJIFILM Diosynth Biotechnologies is making a crucial 

component in Novavax’s coronavirus vaccine candidate.

From its base in Billingham, the firm could help deliver more 

than 60 million doses.

Putting television presenter map-reading skills aside, the 

work represents a significant coup for the skill and innovation 

of North East industry and marks a noteworthy new chapter 

too for FUJIFILM Diosynth Biotechnologies.

The global pharmaceutical contract development and 

manufacturing firm may already work with partners to deliver 

the treatments of tomorrow, but its COVID-19 contract adds an 

altogether landmark focus to operations.

Said to provide nearly 90 per cent efficacy against COVID-19 

in trials conducted by American biotechnology company 

Novavax, around a quarter of FUJIFILM’s 800-strong Billingham 

team is now undertaking laboratory work to produce initial 

batches of the vaccine to meet industry approval ahead of an 

official rollout.

That such work is being delivered from the company’s 

flagship Teesside base is, says Paul Found, FUJIFILM Diosynth 

Biotechnologies’ UK chief operating officer, an “extra special” 

privilege. 

He says: “We work with many customers every year and in 

some ways, Novavax is very typical of our relationships in that 

they identify a product and prove its effectiveness and then ask 

us to help with its manufacture.

“But, of course, it is very atypical too, given its link to 

COVID-19.

“The medicines we make are life-changing and life-improving 

for patients, but they do tend to affect thousands or tens of 

thousands of people. 

“The situation with Novavax is completely different in that it 

can potentially change millions of lives.

“It is a very emotive contract for us because we all know 

people who have been affected by coronavirus.”

As well as the emotional element, Paul says the work 

has added a fresh dimension to FUJIFILM Diosynth 

Biotechnologies’ accustomed developmental processes, which 

were laid out to Prime Minister Boris Johnson during a whistle-

stop tour of the firm’s Billingham base in February.

He says: “COVID-19 has presented a whole list of challenges 

to us, Novavax, industry regulators and the Government – the 

virus has a visibility way beyond normality and a manufacturing 

timeframe that is so different too.

“Typically, we start working on a medicine and it might be 

supplied to patients a decade later.

“However, it was only a year ago the first cases of COVID-19 

were identified in the UK and here we are manufacturing a 

medicine in 2021.”

If its coronavirus contract has provided FUJIFILM Diosynth 

Biotechnologies – a descendent of former Teesside chemical 

operator ICI – with a dramatically altered working landscape, 

so too, says Michael Lyons, the company’s global chief financial 

A fresh injection of optimism
When FUJIFILM Diosynth Biotechnologies confirmed it was working alongside Novavax earlier this year to 
manufacture a COVID-19 vaccine candidate, it sent headline writers into a frenzy, lit up social media and even 
prompted Prime Minister Boris Johnson to visit the region. With the international pharmaceutical contract 
development and manufacturing firm primed to deliver more than 60 million doses of inoculation from its 
Billingham laboratories, Steven Hugill speaks to Paul Found, the business’ UK chief operating officer, and 
Michael Lyons, its global chief financial officer, to find out more

FUJIFILM Diosynth Biotechnologies
www.fujifilmdiosynth.com
@FujifilmDiosyn

C O N N E C T I V I T Y :  F E A T U R E
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officer, has it afforded the business much greater spotlight.

Revealing it has received praise from across the business 

community, he says: “Everyone I speak to wants to talk about 

FUJIFILM Diosynth Biotechnologies and Teesside because what 

we are doing is so beneficial to society.

“When you get people like North East England Chamber of 

Commerce chief executive James Ramsbotham singling the 

company out for praise and national TV highlighting our work 

too, it just shows the impact of what we are doing.”

Paul continues: “We’ve had letters from councils and industry 

leaders, and a member of the public from Manchester even 

dropped us a line too.

“It is all helping put this region – and specifically Teesside – 

on the map, which is fabulous. 

“We have a big grey box of a building that most people will 

drive past and, for most of the time, have no idea what the 800 

people inside are doing.

“That is because, by our nature, we don’t sell our products, 

so customers going to the chemist don’t receive a box that 

says FUJIFILM on it, even if we made the medicine inside.

“What our work with Novavax has done – and is continuing 

to do – though, is bring a visibility that had probably been 

missing, and at the same time an awareness around the 

importance of UK manufacturing.”

The latter point, says Paul, presents the North East with a 

real opportunity to further strengthen its biopharmaceutical 

and biotechnological status nationally.

For a number of years, the much-fabled Golden Triangle, 

which links companies and research institutes across London, 

Oxford and Cambridge, has been celebrated as the poster 

region for cutting-edge UK life science work.

However, Paul says FUJIFILM Diosynth Biotechnologies’ 

coronavirus contract represents a catalytical opportunity 

to showcase the North East as an internationally-enviable 

manufacturing hub that can palpably deliver the Golden 

Triangle’s revolutionary breakthroughs.

“There is definitely a need to rebalance between the Golden 

Triangle and the North,” he says.

“The Golden Triangle’s strength is still arguably on the 

science side – and that is not to underplay it’s work because 

it is incredibly important to discover the medicines in the first 

place – but the actual manufacturing capacity in the UK for 

these things is relatively limited.

“The North East, however, is one of the shining examples for 

manufacturing. 

“We have huge capability here at FUJIFILM Diosynth 

Biotechnologies with our highly-skilled teams and world-class 

facilities, and GlaxoSmithKline, based not too far away in 

Barnard Castle, has great secondary capability too. 

“We need to onshore more manufacturing in this country – 

having such capability is very important to the UK’s future.”

And Paul’s point is far from an idle observation.

As a business, FUJIFILM Diosynth Biotechnologies – which 

is now expanding on land where ICI’s former Billingham House 

agricultural division headquarters once stood – is embarking 

on next generation projects to stay at the forefront of fresh 

manufacturing developments.

He says: “The Novavax vaccine grabs a lot of attention but 

the whole of the pharmaceutical industry continues to evolve.

“We are at the cutting-edge of biopharmaceutical 

manufacturing because of investments we’ve made over 

the last 20 years, both in the science and the manufacturing 

technology that goes with it.

“But the next generation is going to be about gene therapies 

and transforming from the position where we are giving people 

medicine to make them feel better, to curing people of a 

disease. 

“The market is growing incredibly rapidly, and we need to 

ensure we are always a leader in the North East.”

To confirm its place, FUJIFILM Diosynth Biotechnologies – 

which complements its Billingham site with recently renovated 

laboratories and office space on the Wilton complex, near 

Redcar – is working with Teesside University’s Darlington-based 

National Horizons Centre and CPI to establish capability across 

its North East bases.

“We are going through processes now and it will all link into 

C O N N E C T I V I T Y :  F E A T U R E
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the great science going on down in 

Oxford and Cambridge,” says Paul.

“We want to make sure we not only 

have the capabilities for biologics 

today but the advanced therapies of 

tomorrow.

“To develop the capabilities to work 

on medicines now that will come to 

market in five to ten years’ time, it 

requires us to have world-class process 

development laboratory space and 

small-scale manufacturing capacity.

“There are a lot of companies around 

the world working on this and we’re 

making sure we’re right in the race.”

Another key facet in staying 

competitive is the company’s ongoing 

multi-million-pound development of 

its Billingham site into a sprawling 

biocampus, which, while not only 

providing much-needed operational 

space, is creating highly-skilled jobs. 

Improvements include the expansion 

of its mammalian cell culture facility 

– which is home to the company’s 

COVID-19 manufacturing work – and a 

greater gene therapy offering, which 

Paul says are perfectly positioning 

the business to meet future market 

demands.

He says: “It is a multi-phase 

programme; we have a nine-acre site 

and own another eight acres on the 

other side of the road (where ICI’s 

Billingham House once stood).

“The first phase is about getting 

an office building up to free up space 

on our existing site and transforming 

the front of house to emphasise our 

position as a high-tech biosciences firm, 

rather than a 1970s ICI building. 

“That is a really important flip in the 

mindset for customers and staff.

“The building is being fitted out 

and we hope to move in during early 

summer. 

“As part of the wider development of 

the campus, we envisage putting two 

further buildings on the site and hope, 

in the future, to add more laboratory 

and manufacturing capacity for other 

therapies too.”

And such a blueprint for growth, 

says Michael, places FUJIFILM Diosynth 

Biotechnologies right at the heart of 

efforts to engender a fresh industrial 

revolution across Teesside.

He says: “As Brits, and especially as 

people from the North East, we don’t 

shout from the rooftops about what 

we’re doing, we just get on with it.

“That played to our strengths in the 

past, when our region was a world-

leader in steel and chemicals, and it is 

doing so again.

“We’re quietly starting a revolution 

on Teesside with our IT and service 

industries, and with the redevelopment 

of the former SSI UK steel plant into 

Teesworks.

“They will all help keep Teesside and 

the North East on the map – and we will 

continue investing in our people, plant 

and technologies to ensure we play our 

part in such an exciting future.”
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Denise Bowser, of Onyx Scientific

Tell us a little about your business

Onyx Scientific is a drug research, development and 

manufacturing specialist. We have established ourselves 

as a leading name in the life sciences industry and have a 

global client list. We have the capability to take a job from 

the identification of a lead molecule, into phase one studies 

and right through to commercial manufacture – all from our 

Sunderland base. We employ 70 people at our laboratories 

at the BIC and at our manufacturing base at a neighbouring 

industrial site near the Queen Alexandra Bridge. We also own a 

pilot plant facility in the USA.

What is the most rewarding aspect of running a business in the 

region? 

It’s been incredibly rewarding to know we have played a 

part in the bigger picture of the North East’s economic story. 

We pride ourselves on being a good employer and we offer 

high-quality jobs and opportunities to new graduates and those 

developing their careers. We’ve helped many people to get 

trained in a challenging and exciting industry and that’s a really 

good feeling. 

How have you adapted your working practices?

The Health and Safety Executive verified us as a COVID-19-

safe site, so with cleanliness measures and social distancing in 

place, we are weathering the storm well. We are staying in close 

contact with clients to ensure we are in tune with their plans 

and I’m pleased to say demand hasn’t dipped at all because 

of COVID-19. Although we operate with autonomy, knowing 

we have the financial backup of our parent company Ipca 

Pharmaceuticals has been a comfort in recent months. We are in 

a strong position and we are confident about the future.

What are your short and long-term objectives?

Slow and steady has been our approach to growth and 

that will continue in future because that gives us the greatest 

stability. We are always open to service diversification for our 

existing clients. We recently expanded so we can focus our 

laboratory work at the BIC and our chemical manufacturing 

at our new industrial site and we’ve invested millions in our 

facilities. So, that’s where we will be focusing our energy in 

the near future to increase our commercial manufacturing 

capabilities. We are at another crossroads in the business now 

Navigating the future
Over the last year, businesses have faced unprecedented challenges and have been forced to navigate their 
way through a rapidly changing environment. Two business leaders based at the North East Business and 
Innovation Centre (BIC) share their experiences of how they have managed and adapted their businesses in 
response to the pandemic and their plans for the future

North East BIC
@northeastbic
www.ne-bic.co.uk

A D V E R T I S I N G  F E A T U R E :  N O R T H  E A S T  B I C
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and expect to increase staff numbers to around 100 in the next 

three to five years.

How does the BIC support your business plans?

Our relationship with the BIC goes back to day one of our 

business. We started out as a team of seven and originally 

planned to base the business in Newcastle but the BIC was 

so supportive of our long-term plans that we put down roots 

here instead and we have never looked back. They gave us 

the flexibility we needed to really go for it. They made sure 

logistics didn’t curb our ambitions or limit what we knew we 

could achieve. This meant we could build up one lab at a time 

and go with the pace of the market, rather than taking any 

unnecessary risks. The BIC took a chance on us because they 

saw our potential and we have repaid that faith with loyalty and 

a commitment to Sunderland. 

Andrew Lowes, of Yusen Logistics

Tell us a little about your business

The Sunderland team of Yusen Logistics (UK) forms an 

important part of this global supply chain company. We 

specialise in pharmaceutical air freight and are the only 

healthcare-focused freight forwarder in the region. We act as a 

freight agent for major pharmaceutical companies – organising 

the safe movement of medicines and their raw ingredients 

to every corner of the world. We are playing a crucial role 

in getting life-saving drugs to patients around the world as 

COVID-19 continues to present access challenges.

What is the most rewarding aspect of running a business in the 

region? 

Our people are what make this such a rewarding business to 

run. Some of us have worked together for 15 years and we have 

each other’s backs. We’ve built the business slowly and carefully 

– waiting for the right people who we know will fit really 

well with the rest of the team before recruiting. The level of 

knowledge and experience in our team really became apparent 

when COVID-19 hit. Every day we worked together to overcome 

obstacles on every continent that we would never have believed 

possible. 

How have you adapted your working practices?

We expanded during lockdown to cope with the demand for 

our specialist services. We’ve moved into an office that’s double 

the size of our original unit at the BIC. We worked with the BIC 

team to completely reconfigure and refit an empty unit into our 

organisation’s first COVID-19-designed space. It’s been fitted to 

such a high standard it feels like a new-build. It’s a very pleasant 

work space, which is lovely for our staff who are working so hard 

to keep urgent supplies moving around the world.

What are your short and long-term objectives?

Our performance in such difficult circumstances has been 

recognised by the pharmaceutical industry and that holds us 

in good stead for the future growth of the company. We are 

already trusted by all the major drug companies in the world and 

we want to build on that reputation by expanding our team here 

in Sunderland.

How does the BIC support your business plans?

We moved here in 2017 and the BIC team has been with us 

every step of the way. There’s nowhere we’d rather be. The 

location is perfect. It’s easy to get to, there’s no traffic or parking 

to battle with, the riverside spot is nice and it’s great to be near 

the sea when overseas visitors come to stay. The handy hub 

of facilities such as a café and creche on site make life easy 

for staff, so that’s good for recruitment. And the BIC offers a 

one-stop solution to everything, from cleaning to telephones 

and maintenance. With those day-to-day headaches taken care 

of, I can focus on the business without distraction. The choice 

of office space and flexible terms means we can easily expand 

again here when we need to without having to uproot the team.
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I 
t’s been a year now since I visited our office or took a face-
to-face meeting, but personally (and I hope my colleagues 
would agree) I feel the past year has been an incredibly 
productive one.

Like many organisations, the Chamber has massively 
changed how it works and what it offers as a result of the pandemic 
– in our case shifting to almost complete remote working (bar a few 
of our international trade specialists) and taking the cornerstones 
of our offer, including how we make connections and our events 
programme, into the virtual world.

For us, again in common with many others, it has been an 
acceleration down a road we were already on.

The question is not when do we go back to how things were 
before, but how do we keep moving forward while reintegrating the 
things we can’t replicate?

Every business has been juggling with some form of that, and 
while the focus of a lot of future of the workplace chatter over the 
past year has been on offices or scenarios where people are able to 
work from home, the same is true of all workplaces.

As the pandemic unfolded, businesses in sectors with job roles 
where you cannot work from home – be that manufacturing, 
engineering, chemicals, construction or whatever – took stock 

quickly and often only closed their sites very briefly to make 
changes to layouts and install safety measures before getting right 
back to work.

What they’ve then done is built on that initial approach 
iteratively, getting a little safer and little more efficient each time 
until they arrive at something which fulfilled all the criteria. 
All of us who’ve had our main places of work closed for the 
majority of the past twelve months will soon have to do the same.

We’ve recently published a report into the future of the 
workplace – looking mostly at offices – with contributions from 
experts from the Chamber membership sharing their insights and 
making predictions for the next few years. 

One thing that came up again and again was the importance of 
designing your workplace in collaboration with your team.

Just as employers have realised that remote working and greater 
flexibility is possible and can even boost productivity, so too have 
employees realised they can have different requirements and 
expectations from working life too.

In order to attract and retain the best talent, businesses are going 
to have to adapt to that.

But then again, they’re used to doing that; flexibility over 
location and working day will join office setting, facilities and 

No turning back on the road 
to greater flexibility and 

home working
With March marking a year since many people swapped their office desks for back bedrooms 
and kitchen tables amid the COVID-19 pandemic, Arlen Pettitt, North East England Chamber 

of Commerce knowledge development manager, looks at the changes many organisations and 
employees have gone through, and sees great potential to emerge from the health crisis with a 

more robust and productive approach

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 question is not when 
do we go back to how things 
were before, but how do we 
keep moving forward while 
reintegrating the things we 
can’t replicate?”

perks as a way in which businesses differentiate themselves to 
potential candidates.

Some have made big moves already to adjust their physical 
footprint, like Chamber Partners Womble Bond Dickinson, 
which is moving from its Quayside home to a new location on 
Newcastle Helix.

So too has Northern Gas and Power, which is moving a 
stone’s throw from its current Gateshead riverside location at 
Baltic Place, to new offices in the Riga Building, based on the 
Baltic Quarter development.

In each case, consideration has been taken for how their 
teams will be using this new space – with less of a focus on 
fixed desk 9-5 working and more on emphasising collaboration 
and the social and wellbeing aspects of working life.

The wellbeing point is an important one, and it’s crucial to 
recognise that this pandemic has had an uneven impact.

Data from the ONS, among others, shows that those of 
us able to work at home are the lucky ones, in terms of risk, 
as are white people compared to BAME Britons, and that 
women have disproportionately taken on additional caring 
responsibilities.

Even within the bubble of my own Microsoft Teams 
window, I can see how lucky my home working situation is 
compared to some of my colleagues – I have a dedicated desk;

I can move to a different room for a change of scene and 
work just as comfortably; I have a garden.

Many businesses I’ve spoken to have expressed worry 
about the isolating impact home working has on younger 
staff members in particular – those trapped in bedrooms or 
perched on dining tables in small flats, shared houses or their 
parents’ homes.

Beyond the immediate impacts, we’ve also heard concerns 
about career progression and team culture, without the level 
playing field and shared experience of the office.

None of this is insurmountable, but all of it is worthy of 
our time and attention, and for every barrier or inequality we 
encounter and deal with now, there are others eased by greater 
flexibility and the possibility of remote working.

There’s no reason why we can’t come out of this crisis with a 
more robust, resilient and productive approach to work.

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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Newcastle University has an excellent 

track record in producing spin-out 

companies from research, with a 

significant role in the development of 

new products and services, and the 

events of the last twelve months have 

done nothing to dampen their ambition. 

During lockdown Newcastle 

University has launched five new 

companies, including Dragonfly 

Insulation Ltd,  established to develop 

insulating materials based on high 

porosity, low density and fire-resistant 

aerogels, a much-needed development 

given the need for insulation material 

with better fire-safety properties 

post-Grenfell; ScubaTx, providers of a 

novel method of organ transportation, 

which saves time, money and most 

importantly lives; and XR Therapeutics, 

which uses state-of-the-art immersive 

reality for the treatment of autism. 

David Huntley, head of company 

creation at Newcastle University, says: 

“Innovation and creativity are now more 

important than ever in a post-Brexit and 

COVID-19 world. Our new technologies 

are developed to fundamentally make 

the world a better place for real people 

in our communities. Our businesses are 

built to solve problems in healthcare, 

sustainability and manufacturing, 

among many other sectors. Everything 

we create has a social impact at the 

heart of it and the technologies we are 

bringing to market are at the forefront 

of issues facing real people every day. 

“Our spin-out companies also 

contribute to the development and 

vitality of our region through new 

jobs and revenue creation. Advanced 

Electric Machines, a company providing 

sustainable electric motors without rare 

earth materials, and Changing Health, 

a digital service launching the first 

national education programme for the 

NHS, are growing rapidly and increasing 

employment in the North East and 

beyond.

“Newcastle University spin-outs have 

also secured investment of over 

£10 million in the COVID-19 period to 

grow and accelerate seven businesses 

that we know are going to continue 

to have an impact for people every 

day. This includes AMLo, developers of 

early-stage melanoma testing; Newcells 

Biotech, which uses induced pluripotent 

stem-cells in new drug development; 

and CellulaREvolution, a company 

which develops continuous cell 

culturing technologies for cultured 

meat, cell therapy and biologics 

manufacturers.

“Innovation, agility and global 

problem solving continue to be high 

on the agenda as the team enters 

2021 with exciting plans to establish, 

develop and support many more 

scalable businesses with real social 

impact, including supporting creation 

and management of these companies 

through the successful Northern 

Accelerator programme.”

To find out more about Newcastle 

University’s spin-out companies and 

their impact on innovation-led recovery 

in the North East, visit go.ncl.ac.uk/

spinouts

Newcastle University 
launches five 
spin-out companies 
to tackle global 
problems
Despite 2020 being a year of uncertainty and challenge for many, 
Newcastle University has launched five new socially conscious 
businesses, with the mission to create positive change for the North 
East, the UK and the world

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

Newcastle University
www.ncl.ac.uk
@UniofNewcastle

David Huntley; head of company creation - 

Newcastle University
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Together with colleagues from King’s Business School and 

University Paris-Dauphine, we reviewed this vast body of 

scholarship in order to map out the key themes that frame the 

literature. This led us to make a number of predictions regarding 

the future of work practices, which was published in the journal 

New Technology, Work and Employment.

 This review paper draws from prominent research into 

new work practices from the past 30 years. These new work 

practices refer to a wide range of work activities based on 

flexibility and diversification, from remote work to collaborative 

entrepreneurship and digital nomadism. We highlighted four key 

dimensions.

Working practices

There are a number of practices and topics that fall into what 

we perceive as work, but what is key here is that the type 

of employment we see generally is changing. This includes 

increases in entrepreneurship and freelance work, which of 

course aren’t as traditional as the previous office-based roles 

commonly associated with professional life.

 It’s expected that we will see an increase in new and 

different modes of employment. This will come from rises in 

zero-hour contracts and other forms of unsecure employment; 

growth in popularity of online labour platform workforces; 

the development of crowd-based and collaborative forms of 

entrepreneurship; and the increased emergence of new spatial 

work arrangements such as co-working spaces. The likelihood 

is that a larger portion of typical employment will fall outside 

the normal realm of a ‘formal organisation’, and further blur the 

boundaries between work and private life.

The workplace

What we perceive as a workplace has also drastically changed 

over time, and continues to change. We’ve seen rises in those 

who work from home, especially in recent times, with many 

forced to do so because of COVID-19, and increases in hot 

desking and shared offices with companies such as WeWork.

Home and virtual offices are likely to be key components of 

the new world of work, with home workers and those who work 

from non-traditional workplaces (such as restaurants and coffee 

shops) becoming the norm, and those who work on the go, such 

as on their commute, increasing.

Individuals and organisations

Standard nine to five, five days a week employment has 

drastically decreased in most workplaces, and gone are the days 

when you had to clock in and clock out at exactly the same time 

each day. This is largely due to changes in how and when people 

work, the increase in flexible working hours and changes in the 

type of employment organisations are seeking. 

In terms of the relationship between individuals and the 

organisation, there has been an increase in flexibility of 

employment, which includes both full-time and part-time 

workers in organisations, co-employment (employment 

mediated by a recruiting agency) and contract work (short- 

term, project-based, hourly-paid). Hybrid forms of work, such as 

digital nomadism, are also continuing to rise.

What will the 
future of work 
look like?
Academics have been researching the so-called 
‘new’ world of work for quite some time. In fact, 
research into new working practices has occupied 
an important place in both organisation studies and 
the sociology of work for over 30 years, with many 
scholars making predictions regarding what the 
future of work might look like and what this would 
mean both for organisations and employees. Dr 
Jeremy Aroles, assistant professor in organisation 
studies at Durham University Business School, 
explores four key themes

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

“Globalisation, economic 
volatility and technological 
changes have acted as 
catalysts for a number of 
changes to the wider workplace 
in recent years”
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Power and control

Power relationships between those who are in management and 

employees are likely to endure in the new world of work. 

In fact, it is likely that management and organisations’ 

power will increase due to the precarity, lack of security and 

short-term orientation that lie at the heart of these new work 

configurations. 

This ‘new’ world of work would then simply repeat 

asymmetrical power relations and inequalities that characterise 

current work activities, exacerbating further disparities, 

inequalities and precarity in employment.

Impact of COVID-19

Globalisation, economic volatility and technological changes 

have acted as catalysts for a number of changes to the wider 

workplace in recent years. The impact of COVID-19 has called 

into question this globalisation, created further economic 

volatility, and forced millions of workers to work from home 

and further utilise technologies. It’s likely that COVID-19 won’t 

necessarily drastically change what is likely to be the new world 

of work, but simply further accelerate the transition into this new 

world of work.

 It is important to continue engaging with these four 

dimensions to understand the ways in which changes to the 

world of work occur at different levels – micro, meso and 

macro, but also social, economic or political – and unsettle work 

practices, their spaces and tempo, forms of collective action as 

well as power relations and dynamics.

Durham University Business School 
For more articles on the Business School’s research into the 
world of work and other related areas, visit: 
www.dur.ac.uk/business/impact/  
@DUBusSchool
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The COVID-19 pandemic will leave a myriad legacy on our lives, 

not least in the way we approach work.

With lockdowns and associated restrictions having forced 

the great majority of us to exchange office desks for the home 

study or, in many cases, back bedrooms and kitchen tables, 

coronavirus has expedited the move to agile and flexible 

working.

Gone has the rigidity of the 9am-5pm day, so too the daily 

commute and long-accustomed requirement of physically 

operating from a place of work.

Instead, thanks to advancements in technology, flexibility 

has become the new functionality, remote has become the new 

routine.

Things will, in some cases, pivot back towards where they 

once were, but for the majority, as we move through 2021 

and into next year, the pliability to which we have grown so 

accustomed will only perpetuate.

Central to this watershed transformation will be companies’ 

acknowledgment that the creation of a hybrid environment – 

which complements face-to-face working practices with remote 

endeavours – is a necessity and desirable for many clients and 

employees.

One organisation already well down the road with such a 

focus is Womble Bond Dickinson. 

A Newcastle native for more than 200 years, the transatlantic 

law firm announced in late February its switch to the city’s 

flagship £350 million Helix development.

A partnership between Newcastle City Council, Legal & 

General and Newcastle University, the Helix – which stands 

where Scottish and Newcastle Breweries’ bottling plant once 

operated – is a hothouse for collaboration that includes 

the National Innovation Centre for Ageing and the National 

Innovation Centre for Data.

Leaving behind its recognised St Ann’s and Trinity offices, 

Womble Bond Dickinson will house its 450-strong workforce 

in up to 47,500sq ft of space in The Spark building from 2022 

onwards.

With plans to design its new home to accommodate – and 

actively promote – greater physical collaboration alongside 

remote working, the firm says the hub will have agile flexibility 

and innovation at its core.

It will carry great symbolism too.

In the decades before beer flowed on the Helix site, cradle-

At the forefront of 
industrial evolution 

Womble Bond Dickinson is a name synonymous with the North East. With roots dating back more than 200 
years, the law firm has long been a cornerstone of the region’s professional services landscape. Against this 
backdrop of the firm’s commitment to the region, the business has announced major plans for a new office 
that will transform working practices. Swapping its traditional Newcastle headquarters for space on the 
city’s landmark Helix development, the company is laying the foundations for the post-coronavirus era, which 
will complement flexible working arrangements with innovative and collaborative office space. Steven Hugill 
speaks to Nigel Emmerson, the firm’s real estate partner and office head, to find out more

Womble Bond Dickinson
www.womblebonddickinson.com
@WBD_UK

K N O W L E D G E :  F E A T U R E

“We hope our new office will 
be a place where we come 
together with each other and 
our clients to collaborate, 
communicate and socialise 
and a place which will be 
the meeting point of the 
organisation”



39



40

to-grave pitmen of the Elswick Colliery 

were cleaving coal to sustain an 

industrial revolution.

In its move to the innovation hub amid 

the changing business landscape caused 

by the COVID-19 pandemic, Womble 

Bond Dickinson is performing its own 

kind of industrial evolution.

“The pandemic has challenged 

conventions of office working and is 

pushing businesses to adopt more 

flexible and innovative working styles,” 

says real estate partner and office head 

Nigel Emmerson.

“The Helix ticks a lot of boxes for 

us; it is a centre of innovation across 

Europe for industries including data and 

life sciences, which are both areas we 

work in, and also offers a collaborative 

ecosystem for public and private 

companies.

“Our move to Newcastle’s Quayside 

in 1998 brought great benefits to our 

business and our clients and we hope 

the move to The Spark will be equally 

transformative.

“We hope our new office will be a 

place where we come together with 

each other and our clients to collaborate, 

communicate and socialise and a place 

which will be the meeting point of the 

organisation.

“The office isn’t dead as a concept, 

but it will be different in terms of some 

of the activities which take place – it 

won’t be a static place where people 

perform the same tasks in the same 

place every day.”

Such malleability, says Nigel, will 

be reflected in the design of Womble 

Bond Dickinson’s new home, which will 

factor in processes to create a hybrid 

environment that reflects modern-day 

working practices. 

He says: “The office will include 

spaces such as collaboration areas, quiet 

library rooms, a café deli and workshop 

areas alongside desk space. 

“It comes back to flexibility; we are 

creating an activity-based space that 

will support collaborative working 

and provide the most appropriate 

environment for a specific task. 

K N O W L E D G E :  F E A T U R E
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“The new space will cater for people 

who like to work in different ways and 

will allow them to flourish. 

“The provision of up-to-date 

technology will also be an important 

part of the new office.  

“In particular, we are doing a lot of 

work on how part physical and part 

virtual meetings will operate effectively.

“These hybrid meetings will be the 

common way of proceeding in the future 

and firms that have the IT systems and 

capability to deliver them will do well.”

Nigel continues: “An example of 

our use of technology is DocuSign, a 

prominent platform in the legal sector.

“During the pandemic we were able to 

use the technology with confidence and 

ensure business could go on as usual 

while our lawyers continued working 

from home. 

“This has been incredibly important 

for many of our teams, particularly those 

working on real estate and corporate 

transactions. 

“The expectation is that the use of 

e-signatures will continue and become 

the norm.”

However, while technology will 

continue to be integral to Womble Bond 

Dickinson’s future relations with clients, 

it won’t, says Nigel, supersede the 

personal touch, which for centuries has 

lain at the heart of the legal sector. 

“Fundamentally, we are a people 

business. We use IT to make our lives 

easier and our clients’ lives easier.

“Clients instruct us because they like 

us and recognise our expertise, and the 

technology will complement that going 

forward.”

As well as retaining such an essential 

part of the business, Nigel says its office 

move will preserve another cornerstone 

– its proud North East origins.

Despite its influence now stretching 

across the Atlantic into the USA 

following a 2017 combination between 

Bond Dickinson and Womble Carlyle 

Sandridge & Rice, Nigel says the 

company remains committed to its roots 

in the region.

 “We have been in the city since 1786,” 

he says.

“We are very proud of our history 

but incredibly excited about our future, 

which very much includes our move to 

The Spark. 

“It was a conscious decision to be in 

the city centre; it is important for us and 

our staff, and we believe for the city as 

well.

“A thriving Newcastle leads to a 

thriving North East, and if Newcastle 

is doing well, then there is a bigger 

opportunity for the rest of the region to 

do well too.

He adds: “Being based on such a 

landmark development demonstrates 

our commitment to the region.

“Ultimately, it is about bringing our 

national and international expertise back 

to this region to benefit the businesses, 

organisations and people of the North 

East.”
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“You are what you do, not what you say you’ll do.”

Those words belong to psychologist Carl Jung but could so 

easily be framed on the wall of Jackson Hogg’s Newcastle office.

As people, Jung theorised that we are defined by our 

commitment to actions, rather than words.

The Swiss died in the early 1960s, but at specialist global 

recruitment and outsourced talent services partner Jackson 

Hogg, his philosophy lives on.

“We are much more than just a North East recruitment 

agency,” says founder and chief executive Richard Hogg.

“We go above and beyond for companies – we help them 

achieve growth and prosperity through their people.”

The support Richard alludes to is delivered via a number 

of strands, which, when bound together, provide value-driven 

talent services that span from professional entry-level through to 

senior board appointments.

Adopting a people-led approach, Jackson Hogg tailors 

services to meet clients’ specifications, with bespoke support 

programmes offering partners – which include many well-known 

North East firms, as well as companies across the Atlantic in 

the USA – invaluable assistance with recruitment, networking, 

training and HR.

Working across the science, technology, engineering and 

manufacturing (STEM) sectors, the company is also building an 

ever-increasing reputation in the pharmaceutical, life science 

and construction industries.

And its standing was bolstered recently when Jackson Hogg 

launched a new life science division.

 The firm is already adept at fulfilling companies’ exacting 

talent needs across the industry, with partnerships that stretch 

from its native North East, to the North West, the fabled ‘Golden 

Triangle’ of Oxford, Cambridge and London, and Scotland 

testament to its abilities.

But its perpetual desire to achieve more, to provide even 

greater talent-driven services that tailor support to meet clients’ 

individual specifications, has seen Kimberley Warren assume the 

role of head of life science.

The former Newcastle University biotechnology graduate 

joined the firm at the start of the year and is flanked by 

consultant Kristi Porter.

Their appointments have been complemented by existing 

team member Hannah Weeks’ move into the role of internal 

Increasing the momentum across 
recruitment and people services

The businesses that succeed are the ones that truly understand their values and deliver on their promises. 
Jackson Hogg is one such company. Having regained momentum built up before the COVID-19 pandemic 
struck, the specialist recruitment and outsourced talent services partner is pressing ahead with expansion 
plans, which include the recent launch of a life science division. Steven Hugill finds out more

Jackson Hogg
www.jacksonhogg.com
@JacksonHoggRec

A D V E R T I S I N G  F E A T U R E :  J A C K S O N  H O G G
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talent acquisition specialist, which the firm says will further 

support its growth plans. 

The premise is a simple yet far-reaching one: operate as a 

conduit between individuals and employers, using the company’s 

raft of partnerships with global research and development 

organisations, to unite businesses across the sub-sectors of 

pharmaceuticals, medical device, chemicals and biotechnology 

with the right talent to meet their strategic goals. 

“This is a really exciting time for us,” says Richard, who set up 

the firm in 2012.

“We’ve always been a company that has focused on the STEM 

industries, so to strengthen our science pillar has been important 

to us.

“We are seeing an uplift in the number of companies 

developing pharmaceuticals and working across medical 

technology and biologics, and we want to partner with these 

businesses and support their recruitment needs.

“We are working with clients across the country and those 

closer to home too, which include Alnwick-based contract 

developer and manufacturer Arcinova – which has just been 

acquired by Quotient Sciences – and Sedgefield’s Kromek 

Group, which is now adapting its air monitoring technology to 

detect COVID-19. 

“We want to enable these companies – and many more too 

– to grow in the market by helping them understand and meet 

their recruitment challenges.”

Anthony Broadhead, chief operations officer, continues: “We 

are busy right across the board, but are really seeing an increase 

in demand across the science sector and picking up some real 

momentum with clients.

“With that in mind, our new life science division shows we are 

really serious about what we are doing.

“By investing in Kimberley, Kristi and Hannah, we are doing 

things even better and providing clients with further gains, 

while ensuring we can cope with demands on our colleagues 

internally.”

Further supporting Jackson Hogg’s progress are the 

company’s flagship Talent Partnerships.

Acting as internal recruitment managers, its Talent Partners 

work on-site with clients of all sizes to lead the employment 

process, which, says Anthony, delivers clients’ headcount plans 

while increasing the speed of recruitment, controlling cost and 

improving the candidate journey.

He says: “Our Talent Partners bind us with a client; we 

essentially become one company ensuring our service is 

delivered with an alignment of values.

“They are a hugely differentiating factor between us and the 

rest of the marketplace.

“Dedicated members of the team are accountable to the 

hiring managers and senior decision-makers and liaise with our 

specialist consultants on assignments to ensure the best people 

that meet clients’ requirements are chosen for interview.

“It means clients are happy and have real-time communication 

and feedback with management information at any time.

“We can do that because of the talent we have, and because 

of the values, culture and processes we have in place.”

Rivals may look for short-term successes, but Jackson Hogg is 

built on entirely different foundations.

And, says Richard, that platform has ensured all Talent 

Partnership clients have extended beyond their initial contract.

“By providing clients with the right talent, we are helping 

them capitalise on opportunities,” adds the Newcastle University 

Mechanical Engineering graduate.

“It is all about long-term relationships; we are not one-hit 

wonders.

“We are constantly raising the bar.”
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Cascade Cash Management (Cascade), named as the Most 

Innovative FinTech Company of 2020, is excited to bring to 

market a savings innovation ideal for businesses, charities and 

individuals alike. 

Cascade is the region’s leading, award-winning professional 

cash management service delivering an independent and 

transparent savings service designed to generate enhanced cash 

returns and increased depositor protection.

The portal is the only one of its kind in the UK and the 

company is proud to support and work alongside some of the 

region’s great talent, including Shout, Get Brindled, Inveniam 

and Hedley McEwan.

Announcing an invigorated new board shortly, Cascade, 

buoyed by national acclaim from many financial awarding bodies 

in the last year, is ready to expand the service to more clients 

and partners. 

The team is close to completing its seed funding round that 

will see further automation of the savings technology platform, 

allowing the team to support savers with lower cash balances. 

Cascade allows independent and unbiased cash solutions for 

a range of client types meaning savers don’t have to choose 

only one bank. 

With the online portal and Cascade’s support, all banks are 

accessed quickly and easily, daily. 

Cascade begins savings 
innovation for the millions
Cascade Cash Management is continuing to gain further market traction with a unique savings service perfect 
for businesses, charities and individuals

Cascade Cash Management
www.cascade.co.uk
@CascadeCash

A D V E R T I S I N G  F E A T U R E :   C A S C A D E  C A S H  M A N A G E M E N T
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The service is the only one of its kind 

that tracks every bank and building 

society in the market – and it is this data 

that affords clients the best possible 

outcomes from their cash.

The Cascade team helps clients 

complete onboarding paperwork for 

each bank and building society selected. 

Savers then use the online portal to view 

their savings in one convenient place, 

with the dedicated support of Cascade 

personnel for ongoing monitoring and 

maintenance. 

Clients include individuals, companies 

and charities. Partners of the service 

include IFAs, solicitors, attorneys and 

accountants, many of whom self-brand 

the product for presentation to their 

own clients.

Many companies with cash funds 

currently make use of Cascade’s services 

with some clients earning up to £30,000 

extra a year, whilst also enjoying 

increased depositor protection.  

Dr Emma Black [pictured], Cascade’s 

managing director, says: “As a team, we 

have now administered well over 

£1 billion of deposits, with the majority 

of that originating in the last three years 

since we launched our FinTech portal. 

“We now have over 100 partners and 

3000 advisors engaged across the UK. 

“Enquiries and new customers since 

the outbreak of COVID-19 have increased 

and we have supported those looking for 

increased depositor protection on sums 

that outweigh the protection offered by 

the Financial Services Compensation 

Scheme.

“It is, without doubt, that those with 

chunks of cash are keen to spread it 

across different banking licences in the 

current market. 

“Along with that we also work to 

break the mould in having the perfect 

combination of FinTech combined with a 

high quality, traditional, people-centred 

customer care philosophy. 

“Combined, these features make a 

powerful and impactful service.”

This approach has seen the expansion 

of the team in 2021. 

The team of eleven has seen three 

new additions, including Jane Gray as 

executive assistant and office manager; 

Dr Ryan Dias, as client relationship 

manager with a business development 

and customer service focus; and Ryan 

Grave, brought in through the Northern 

Skills apprenticeship scheme. 

A number of charities successfully use 

the service and such clients have earned 

greater returns. 

Dr Black, who launched the company 

alongside brother and business partner 

Stephen Black, continues: “A charity 

using Cascade earned an additional 

£20,800 per year net of all fees on their 

£2 million cash compared with what 

they had been earning in their current 

account. 

“Without our portal and excellent 

customer support, this charity could 

have missed out on what is a good 

chunk of money. 

“We are purpose-led as an 

organisation to do good, as we know the 

impact that this extra money has for our 

clients, which is significant in making a 

difference day-by-day.”

The company is poised for its next 

stage of growth, including further 

investment to build out the savings 

platform, which will include digitalising 

the onboarding process and the 

creation of a data analytical portal 

complementing the existing offering. 

This coming year will also see 

Cascade’s journey into regulatory 

permissions, including AISP and PISP 

certification. 

The company received its Cyber 

Essential Plus re-accreditation from 

the National Cyber Security Centre, 

meaning internal and online IT systems 

are considered robust against any form 

of cyber attack.

“We are purpose-led as an organisation  
to do good, as we know the impact that  
this extra money has for our clients, which  
is significant in making a difference   
day- by-day”

“As a team, we have 
now administered 
well over £1 billion 
of deposits, with 
the majority of that 
originating in the 
last three years 
since we launched 
our FinTech portal”
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The COVID-19 pandemic has prompted us to find answers to 

questions we perhaps never previously thought relevant.

What are the secrets to successful home working? 

How do we combine meetings and deadlines with home 

schooling?

How do we occupy the spaces once filled by social events and 

family gatherings?

When will our lives return to a sense of normality?

There is, though, another significant question that requires an 

answer; how do we ensure our data and software is protected?

According to latest figures, 46 per cent of UK businesses 

experienced a breach in 2020.

Over recent years, and enhanced by the COVID-19 pandemic, 

tech adoption by individuals and companies has grown 

exponentially, as has the way we consume news and media, 

which has changed to almost instantaneous consumption.

No matter where you are, you are connected to something via 

your phone, tablet, car or laptop.

Even if it’s just your phone on a 3G network giving out your 

position, every interaction is a piece of data that is now a widely 

valued and traded commodity.

This is the Internet of Things and it provides the largest attack 

surface possible for cyber criminals.

Faced with such a landscape, a good place to start assessing 

the question around online security is Melius Cyber.

Part of the Newcastle-based consultancy Melius Group, it 

provides clients with technology solutions that deliver value, 

accelerate business growth and support entry into new markets.

The key weapon within its arsenal is MELCaaS, an industry-

leading, bespoke cybersecurity scanning and vulnerability 

monitoring tool.

Constantly scrutinising networks, email accounts and 

passwords for threats, MELCaaS provides real-time updates 

on security performance and potential breaches, acting within 

minutes to alert clients to system violations. 

From daily scanning and reporting, to password testing, patch 

and antivirus monitoring and simulated phishing attacks, it 

provides, says chief commercial officer Eldon Jobe, information 

that can be quickly turned into meaningful priorities for 

businesses.

He says: “There are currently two types of organisations, 

those who know they have been hacked and those who haven’t 

figured it out yet. 

“All companies – SMEs included – need to work on the 

principle of when they will be hacked, not if.

A new 
disruptive 
force in 
cybersecurity
As our dependence on technology rises inexorably 
during the continued COVID-19 pandemic, so 
too do the dangers around cybercrime. However, 
Newcastle-based Melius Cyber is spearheading the 
response to hackers’ rising prevalence with tailored 
support that protects businesses against data 
breaches and ransomware attacks. Steven Hugill 
finds out more

Melius Cyber
www.meliuscyber.com
@MeliusCyber

A D V E R T I S I N G  F E A T U R E :  M E L I U S  C Y B E R
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“There are lots of tools available to 

help prevent a breach but there is very 

little – if anything – to identify that you 

have been hacked.

“We specialise in reducing the time 

taken to identify if a business has been 

hacked.

Eldon continues: “The average time 

it takes for a threat to be detected on a 

network is a scary 229 days; the job of 

MELCaaS is to reduce that time down to 

24 hours – or even one hour.

“Since it will happen sooner or later, 

the only true control a business has is 

how it reacts once it has been breached, 

and we implement a Cyber Resilience 

plan, resolve threats and vulnerabilities 

and put actions in place to minimise the 

damage.

“MELCaaS puts people in the picture 

in plain English and provides a report of 

historic changes so users immediately 

notice anything that looks different.

“It also delivers a score – a bit like a 

credit score – that highlights actions 

taken and future steps needed to 

improve security on a month-by-month 

basis.”

In such an ever-changing 

environment, Eldon says it has never 

been more important for businesses 

to find out the ‘known knowns’, which 

means assessing their IT estates to 

find out where they are weak based on 

current cybersecurity knowledge.

Furthermore, he says organisations 

must move away from dangerous 

assumptions over their security. 

“There is too much reliance on 

product-led firewalls and antivirus 

software, which is insufficient against 

hacking threats that change daily and 

can even transform by the hour,” says 

Eldon.

“Businesses must start utilising 

intelligence-led scanning tools, that scan 

from inside the perimeter. 

He adds: “In reality, every business 

should work on the basis they will 

suffer a breach, and work towards 

cyber resilience; this is the 360-degree 

coverage from threat detection to 

recovery and re-establishment.

“Businesses must look to the future 

and secure by design. 

“The old model of cybersecurity 

worked on protecting everything inside 

your perimeter and then trusting other 

firms to do the same, but this trust 

can be misplaced, and cyber criminals 

exploit the weakest link in a chain to 

gain entry.”

With that in mind, Melius Cyber has 

produced a six-step guide around what 

organisations can do to stay ahead of 

the attackers in 2021.

1. Cyber hygiene

Understanding your estate, its 

weaknesses, and then deploying basic 

cyber hygiene, is the top priority for 

businesses.

2. Automation

The more you can automate your 

security, the more cost effective it 

will be. Automation is helped by 

advances in AI and machine learning, 

and, in addition, cloud providers make 

significant contributions towards 

standardising and automating security 

tasks.

3. Security by design

Security by design will help eliminate 

more of the known weak links and cloud 

adoption also spreads the use of zero 

trust mentality. In addition, less complex 

environments are simpler to protect, so 

drive to simplify your IT estate.

4. Counterintelligence

The aspiration to protect everything 

will fade as it becomes impossible. 

Instead, businesses must work towards 

more focused efforts that anticipate, 

detect and disrupt active threats. 

Counterintelligence will be used to 

primarily thwart advanced threats, 

leaving the more basic threats to be 

covered by cyber hygiene, automation 

and security by design.

5. Recoverability

Recoverability is a key element to 

cyber resilience, often ignored or left 

as an afterthought. However, given that 

everyone will be breached at some 

point, the only thing a business can 

control is its response when it occurs.

6. Regulation

IT security is too critical to be left to a 

business; the self-regulation will come in 

the form of stricter third-party controls 

that organisations will implement to 

protect themselves. Working towards 

Cyber Essentials & Cyber Essentials + 

are key steps for business in 2021.

Working with  
Melius Cyber:  
    
“Melius Cyber was able to remotely 

analyse our current estate across the 

UK, give us a hackers’ eye view of the 

vulnerabilities, and then assist us to 

implement best practice and cyber 

hygiene.”     

    

- Alex Lush; Severn Glocon
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The COVID-19 pandemic has posed many questions, a number 

of which have been answered.

We know our biopharmaceutical sector has the fortitude to 

respond almost immediately to a once-in-a-lifetime health crisis.

We also know our genome sequencing capabilities are the 

best of their kind in the world and are helping to produce 

inoculations of the future.

We know lockdowns are extremely effective in containing the 

virus, and that tests are becoming increasingly more reliable.

But for all of that positivity, there remains a great deal of 

uncertainty. 

From ambiguities over the virus’ origination, to the true 

death toll, the number of COVID-19 variants and their spread, 

the potential for vaccine side-effects and just how our lives will 

return to some kind of normality, coronavirus has presented – 

and continues to raise – a myriad of issues.

All of this means there won’t be a quick fix; indeed, we should 

expect to be living with uncertainty for another three to five 

years. 

For organisations that have battled enforced closures, had 

to furlough or release staff, have seen contracts disappear 

and expansion plans dissolve, the situation is only going to 

perpetuate.

We are now in an era of ‘business as unusual’.

With this new landscape come some fundamental issues that 

must be addressed.

Psychologically, there is much for employers and employees 

to understand around COVID-19, not least on safety and what 

organisations can do in terms of enforcing mask wearing, for 

example. 

A recent case of a lorry driver being dismissed – a decision 

upheld by an employment tribunal – for failing to wear a 

facemask on a client’s site, while remaining in his cab, only 

highlights the potential scenarios that may arise.

Workplace travel is also going to be difficult because nobody 

is going to be truly safe until everyone has been vaccinated.

Testing is another hugely important area.

Here at Recovery4Life, we offer what we believe to be the 

best tests on the market, and I really believe in the power of 

testing. But it has to be the right testing, and the challenge for 

businesses is identifying what is best for them. 

You only have to look at recent studies on the difference 

between the efficacy of the Innova rapid antigen test and its 

AssureTech rival to see the difficulties.

According to research carried out in Liverpool and 

Birmingham, alongside a British Medical Journal publication 

that collated data from across the UK, around half of positive 

cases were missed when using the Innova test, compared to 

AssureTech’s high 90 per cent success rate.

There are occupational health challenges too, such as the 

mental health impact of the virus and the physical effects of 

long COVID-19 conditions as they emerge.

There is then the situation with the rising unemployment 

numbers caused by the virus and the pandemic as a whole in the 

context of Brexit.

Yet there remain great opportunities. 

I’ve always said that ‘if you know what you are dealing with, 

you can deal with anything’, and the more we continue to 

understand this virus, the more we can progress forward.

There was a real fear that the traditional flu season would 

overlap with COVID-19 and increase cases yet further, but it 

seems the Government’s ‘hands, face, space’ message has 

worked.

Furthermore, I have seen business really come together, and 

the Health and Safety Executive guidance on workplace controls 

has been excellent.

Locally, the North East England Chamber of Commerce 

deserves great credit for the role it has played throughout this 

pandemic, for supporting members and chasing the Government 

for clarity.

For our part here at Recovery4Life, we act as navigators, 

helping people and organisations plot a path, whether it be 

our coronavirus tests or our specialist drug, alcohol and mental 

health services, and we will continue to do that throughout the 

pandemic.

Our services are delivered by CQC-registered clinicians and 

we comply with and exceed NICE guidelines and UK Department 

of Health regulations.

As we continue the battle against COVID-19, our focus will not 

change.

We will keep working to help find answers to the questions 

still unsolved, to ensure people stay safe and well.

‘Business as 
unusual’
As the COVID-19 pandemic continues to impact 
on every aspect of our lives, John Devitt, chief 
executive at Gateshead-based specialist drug, 
alcohol, mental health services and coronavirus test 
provider Recovery4Life, says unanswered questions 
mean it will be ‘business as unusual’ for a good 
while yet

Recovery4Life
www.recovery4life.co.uk
@Recovery4LifeNE
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What we know:

•  COVID-19 isn’t going away and multiple 

variants will emerge

•  There has never been anything like 

COVID-19 in terms of its level of 

transmission and its effects

•  Lockdowns work and the virus can be 

managed if people are sensible when 

restrictions are removed

What we don’t know:

•  Vaccines’ resistance to COVID-19 and 

its variants, and the side-effects of 

inoculation

•  Where COVID-19 came from and how 

many variants will emerge

What went wrong?

•  The decision on March 17 last year to 

create herd immunity against COVID-19 

represented the worst decision by any 

government in the Western world

•  The Government’s messaging was 

– and remains – shambolic and 

contradictory

•  We have the worst death rate in the 

world

•  We closed things down too late and 

opened them up again too early – the 

fact it took a year to close the UK’s 

travel corridors was far too late in 

happening

•  The track and trace system has been a 

disaster. At £37 billion, it is still not fit 

for purpose

What went well?

•  The vaccine rollout has been a real 

success – but it could still have been 

better. There was a huge mistake made 

in not allowing healthcare assistants to 

deliver injections 

•  We have seen an amazing response 

from the scientific community. 

Professor Sharon Peacock set up the 

COVID-19 Genomics UK Consortium at 

the beginning of the pandemic to look 

at variant strains, which is now the best 

of its kind in the world

•  The Health and Safety Executive 

guidance for workplace controls has, 

on the whole, been excellent

•  The understanding of COVID-19 

treatments has come on leaps and 

bounds

 

Predictions for the future:

•  New variants will emerge constantly

•  We should expect to be living in 

uncertain times for between three and 

five years

•  We are going to be in a constant ‘chase 

and catch-up’ situation as variants 

emerge and vaccines change to 

combat them

•  Our vaccines are going to get better, 

and we are going to get much more 

reliable tests, which will help with 

the re-opening of pubs, restaurants, 

theatres and sports stadiums

•  Better treatments will hopefully see a 

reduced death rate, but we are going 

to see an increase in the number of 

deaths from more traditional, long-

term conditions such as cancer

•  There will be better holistic treatments 

for long COVID-19 conditions as they 

emerge
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If the dictionary defines the word momentum as marking 

“progress or development that is becoming faster or stronger”, 

then its pictorial equivalent could very well easily be an image of 

Perspective Financial Group. 

The firm, whose roots in the North East stretch back to 1985, 

is riding a real growth trajectory. 

Serving more than 19,000 clients across the country from 

an 18-strong office network, the national financial planning 

and wealth management group has £3.2 billion of assets under 

management, with ever-increasing numbers of clients turning 

to its highly-skilled teams for support across areas including 

investment, personal wealth and corporate planning.

And it has no intention of slowing down.

Swaying gently from an ornate wall bracket outside Regency 

House, the Darlington Georgian townhouse-turned-office, a sign 

hangs testament to its continued impetus.

The building has been the home of highly regarded financial 

planning provider Atkinson White Partnership since 2007, which 

became Perspective’s latest acquisition in January 2021.

The office stands just a short stroll away from Feethams, the 

area of town where Darlington Football Club once plied their 

trade.

And Ian Wilkinson, Perspective’s chief executive, says it will 

help the company fulfil its own goals, particularly those around 

expanding further into Darlington, Teesside and North Yorkshire, 

with plans to add to its team very firmly in the pipeline too.

He says: “We are very ambitious, very acquisitive and keen 

to strengthen our presence in the North East, which is reflected 

through our acquisition of Atkinson White Partnership.

“Our Newcastle office has an established, 35-year pedigree 

and deals with around a quarter of our business nationally, 

working with individuals but also the corporate sector with 

services such as pensions, business protection and group 

protection schemes.

“Newcastle is the biggest office in our network with 45 staff, 

including 17 advisors, and Atkinson White Partnership provides 

us with a further dimension.

Ian continues: “We were very impressed by the way its retiring 

founders Simon Atkinson and Neil White had developed the 

business, and saw it represented a really good fit because we 

both do things very professionally.

“Their entire team of advisors, paraplanners and 

administrators – including financial advisor John Illingworth and 

trainee paraplanner Bozena Toczek-Jasinska – has come over to 

Another step 
on the growth 
journey

Darlington may have grabbed the nation’s attention 
in early March with the news that hundreds of 
Treasury jobs would be moving to the town, but 
for Perspective Financial Group, it was already a 
headline base from which to do business. Having 
completed the acquisition of the town’s Atkinson 
White Partnership at the beginning of 2021, the 
financial planning and wealth management firm is 
pressing on with exciting growth plans to further 
strengthen its national presence. Steven Hugill 
speaks to chief executive Ian Wilkinson, who is 
based in its Newcastle-upon-Tyne office, 
to find out more

Perspective Financial Group
www.pfgl.co.uk
@perspectivefgl
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Perspective and we are looking to grow 

and add to the headcount.”

That recruitment drive, reveals Ian, will 

be supported by Perspective’s in-house 

Training Academy, which was created in 

2014 to usher in new talent and embed 

the company’s ethos into employees 

from the start across its entire office 

network. 

He says: “We have some outstanding 

people coming into the firm at every 

level. 

“We pride ourselves on making sure 

that good practice is firmly instilled in 

all our staff from the start, which we 

do through our Training Academy with 

thorough, on-the-job training. 

“We are delighted that one member 

of staff from Darlington has already 

joined the Academy to help further their 

qualifications and career.”

The Darlington firm’s arrival into 

the fold marks Perspective’s 39th 

acquisition – coming just days after 

Northamptonshire’s Independent Life 

& Pensions Group (ILPG) was added to 

its stable – and Ian says the business is 

constantly looking at potential future 

additions and partners.

“While we have a strong and growing 

national network of offices across the 

UK, we really value the importance 

of local,” says Ian, whose father Mitch 

created the kernel of what is today 

Perspective’s North East operation 

when he launched Wilkinson Hatton, in 

Newcastle, in 1985.

“There is more to come, though,” he 

continues.

“The business Neil and Simon built up 

and treasured over the years is going 

to carry on and expand, and to help 

achieve that we would look to acquire 

other like-minded financial planning 

firms around Darlington and Teesside.

“We provide long-term, multi-

generational financial planning and 

wealth management services and central 

to our work is our professional, client-

centric, ethical approach, wherein we 

work a great deal alongside accountants 

and solicitors.

“With our move into Darlington, we 

would like to work with more of these 

firms in the town and across Teesside 

and North Yorkshire too.”

Ian says the progress of Perspective 

– which employs around 200 staff 

nationally – will be fuelled by ongoing 

support from CBPE Capital LLP.

The organisation announced a major 

investment in Perspective in January 

2020 to accelerate its expansion by 

combining organic growth with targeted 

acquisitions, and Ian says its backing is 

providing a great catalyst for success. 

He says: “CBPE Capital very much 

like what they see in terms of our strong 

management team, our increasingly 

high-profile brand, and our team’s client-

focused approach. 

“They also share our focus on driving 

efficiencies across the business to 

generate lower costs and greater value 

for clients, further strengthening our 

competitive proposition.

“CBPE Capital are a long-term 

investor, which gives us the ability to do 

a really good job for firms like Atkinson 

White Partnership. We can really help 

develop companies like them.”

And he adds such backing, alongside 

Perspective’s extensive track record 

in delivering high-quality services for 

clients, means it has continued to move 

forward despite the impact of COVID-19, 

revealing it stands extremely well placed 

to take further steps as the pandemic 

hopefully abates.

“We have adapted really well to the 

COVID-19 situation; it has pretty much 

been business as usual,” says Ian.

“We have found clients are 

increasingly comfortable using Microsoft 

Teams and digitally-secure portals to 

communicate with us, which brings 

some real advantages.

“Even when life returns to some sort 

of normality, we fully expect technology 

to play a major part in the future and we 

are well invested in the ability to do that. 

He continues: “In many ways, 

the pandemic has shown up 

the fundamental strength and 

professionalism of what we do.

“We do things properly; our advisors 

are very well qualified, we have scaled 

over the years to provide services to 

a high standard, and it is this ability 

and level of professionalism that really 

counts.

“We have the right people, we handle 

clients well and we have the resources to 

fulfil their every need. 

“I am proud of what we’ve achieved 

and the ambition we still have for the 

future.”

For more information about 

Perspective’s services, contact its 

Newcastle office on 0191 217 3340 or its 

new Darlington office on 01325 289400.

All calls to and from Perspective’s 

landlines and mobiles are recorded to 

meet regulatory requirements.
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The North East England Chamber of 

Commerce has established an influential 

Women’s Leadership Forum (WLF) with 

a clear focus on addressing key issues 

that can hold female businesspeople 

back, including the gender pay gap. 

Alix Bolton, of Northumbrian Water, 

chairs the forum. 

She says: “There is huge potential for 

women in our region which, for a range 

of reasons, is not being unlocked. 

“In the forum, we have some of 

the North East’s most inspirational 

businesspeople from all sectors, who 

are ensuring we do whatever we can to 

make a difference. 

“The Chamber has worked hard to 

provide information on fantastic female 

role models for a number of years and 

this new campaign builds on that proud 

tradition.”

The four specific WLF workstreams 

for 2021 will include flexible working and 

the future of the workplace.

Part of this work will be a report into 

what working life could be like post-

COVID-19 and what would be beneficial 

for women.

Research is also being undertaken to 

see how the current business support 

available for women, especially start-up 

help, could be better aligned to their 

needs.

Furthermore, the Chamber is 

looking at its own services to see if it 

could do more to encourage female 

entrepreneurship.

Alix says: “The importance of the 

WLF’s work has been brought sharply 

into focus with the pandemic. 

“Research has shown clearly how the 

impact is affecting women in so many 

ways, from the burden of childcare, to 

having hours reduced due to businesses 

having to close.  

“We have fairness and the need to 

close the socio-economic divide at the 

heart of what we do in the forum.

“It is so important we do try to ensure 

all women are able to be the very best 

they can be.”

Working with Alix on the WLF’s 

campaign are influential businesswomen 

and men including Aneela Ali, of 

LNER; Liz Mayes, of the Common 

Room; Lorraine McGill, of Bowe Digital; 

Nusheen Hussain, of Home Group; 

Nadine Hudspeth, of Gateshead College; 

and Darius Dodds, of Esh Group.

There are regular Chamber Inspiring 

Females events held throughout the 

year, where people can hear success 

stories and advice for women wanting 

to develop their careers or launch a 

business.

Unlocking the potential
The Women’s Leadership Forum has been set up by the North East England 
Chamber of Commerce to provide a springboard for the region’s female 
talent to shine

N O R T H  E A S T  E N G L A N D  C H A M B E R  O F  C O M M E R C E :  W O M E N ’ S  L E A D E R S H I P  F O R U M
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I’m going to go out on a limb and suggest the past year wasn’t 
what most people were expecting when they cast their votes 
in the 2019 election.

Whatever our views on the Government’s handling of the 
pandemic, it is fair to say that crises like this are such colossal, 

once-in-a-lifetime events that any sense of a ‘normal’ political 
landscape goes out of the window.

You don’t have to know much about politics to know that the 
chances of a Conservative Government taking ownership of railways 
and effectively paying the wages of millions of people would have 
been pretty slim were it not for COVID-19.

So with mass vaccination well underway, and as we take our first 
tentative steps along the roadmap to re-opening, can we expect 
politics to return to business as usual? And what might this mean for 
the North East?

Whatever happens over the coming months, it is clear that the 
pandemic has exposed and deepened some of the divides in our 
society. 

The labour market has taken a big hit, with national 
unemployment rising from four per cent to 5.1 per cent in 2020. 

Yet in the same period, the rate in the North East rose from 5.4 per 
cent to 6.5 per cent. The same percentage point rise but building on 
top of a much worse foundation.

I’ve written and said this many times over the past 12 months, but 

it is worth repeating. 
If ‘levelling-up’ places like the North East was a major priority 

when the current Government came to power, then its importance 
has increased tenfold or more during the pandemic.

Levelling-up is in need of a reboot. It must be about opportunity 
and recovery; not only helping businesses get back on their feet, but 
also investing in regions to provide long-term growth and to close 
the appalling gaps that exist in our economy.

So what else should be on the Government’s to-do list? 
Well, there’s always Brexit (remember that?).
‘Getting Brexit Done’ was only ever going to be the beginning.
Big questions remain unanswered about our relationship with our 

largest trading partner, while many businesses have been struggling 
since the turn of the year with increased paperwork, bureaucracy and 
delays.

Some of these problems are ones of adjustment. Businesses had 
too little time and information to prepare and are only now able to 
get to grips with what the trade deal means for them. 

However, other problems are baked into the system and will 
take serious work and diplomatic activity from the Government to 
resolve. 

As well as this, it won’t be long before people expect to see some 
results from the trade freedom and new ‘Global Britain’ approach 
that was heralded as one of the major benefits of Brexit.

Making the first moves on a 
roadmap to re-opening the 

country
With the COVID-19 pandemic having exposed and deepened divides across society, Jonathan Walker, North 
East England Chamber of Commerce policy director, says the Government must now realise its levelling-up 

ambitions to avoid seeing people and places fall further behind

Jonathan Walker
jonathan.walker@neechamber.co.uk

@NEEChamberJW
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On the electoral front, there are a busy few months ahead as well. 
Local elections have been confirmed in May, providing the first 

real indicator of how voters will react to the Government’s handling 
of the pandemic, alongside a mayoral election in the Tees Valley and 
votes for police and crime commissioners.

Further afield, May will also see elections to the Scottish 
Parliament, which could have serious ramifications for the 
independence debate. As we saw in 2014, our region will take a keen 
interest in these results due to our shared border and significant flows 
of trade.

And after all of this, thoughts will inevitably turn to the next 
general election.

Currently set for 2024, this could come sooner if the Prime 
Minister proceeds with his plan to repeal the Fixed Term Parliaments 
Act and restore the Government’s ability to call elections.

The 2019 election saw our region thrust into the spotlight, 
with seats across the so-called ‘red wall’ changing hands as the 
Conservatives secured an 80-seat majority. 

How long these switches of allegiance will last will surely 
depend to some extent on how much voters in those seats feel the 
Government has listened to them.

So all in all, it’s a busy political year ahead, even if COVID-19 was 
to disappear tomorrow.

We’ll no doubt too see a fair share of reshuffles, rumour and 
intrigue in 2021. 

For businesses, most of this will be needless distraction from the 
Government’s main challenge of supporting a fair and sustainable 
recovery.

If ever there was a time for the whole of Westminster to be focused 
on the task at hand it is surely now.

Repairing the economic damage caused by COVID-19 will be a 
long and complicated process. 

Doing it while also closing the gaps between regions is likely to be 
even more complicated.

But if it isn’t done, and if the recovery is uneven, then people and 
places will be left behind.
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Operating from the North East for more 

than 160 years, we have seen our fair 

share of change.

We’ve worked through two world wars 

and the great depression. We’ve seen 

cities built, renewable energy established 

and transport links between the North 

and South strengthened. 

We’ve also watched in amazement 

at the rise in technology – allowing for 

space exploration, medical advancements 

and the development of the world wide 

web, mobile phones and social media.

And, we have also experienced the 

COVID-19 pandemic, which no-one 

expected to see in our lifetime. 

2020 – a year where a global medical 

emergency was declared from a fast 

moving and deadly virus. A pandemic 

that not only took thousands of lives, 

but has left the world with an economic, 

mental and emotional burden that will 

affect us for years to come.

COVID-19 has undoubtedly wreaked 

havoc on the world, however, it gives me 

great pride to see how, in this period of 

crisis, the North East has collaborated 

and come together to support one 

another. 

From record food bank donations 

and support for NHS workers, to 

hardship funds and business grants 

made available by regional bodies, 

people seem to be taking care of their 

neighbours now more than ever.  

As well as building communal 

relations, the pandemic has also forced 

many of our local businesses to adapt 

their working practices and use new 

technology to stay up to date and 

on top of their game – and we are no 

exception. 

Since our inception in 1860, North 

P&I’s mission has been to enable our 

shipowner members to trade with 

confidence, and that’s why we champion 

change. 

In 2019, we launched a new digital 

tool to keep seafarers and ships safe 

from threats such as extreme weather, 

piracy and war. GlobeView is an 

interactive 3D map that gives mariners 

real-time information to help them avert 

danger. 

A first for our industry, it was 

developed in collaboration with UK-

based geospatial intelligence company 

Geollect and was launched in response 

to ship operators’ constant requirements 

for up-to-date, verified information on 

events happening across the world. 

The tool has been shared by the 

International Group of P&I Clubs – a 

collective of thirteen member clubs like 

North P&I that provide marine insurance 

for around 90 per cent of the world’s 

ocean-going shipping. 

In recent months, however, it has 

played a key role in helping crews to 

navigate the complex web of country-

specific port restrictions brought about 

by coronavirus. 

Last year we updated the technology 

and launched the COVID-19 Online 

Tracker on MyGlobeView. This 

interactive tool provides additional port-

specific advice, such as whether crew 

members are allowed ashore for medical 

treatment and the current virus rate in 

that area.

The tracker is constantly updated with 

the latest information from a variety of 

trusted sources, including the World 

Health Organisation and International 

Maritime Organization (IMO) – the 

United Nations’ special agency for the 

safety and security of shipping. 

Nearly 3500 businesses in the 

international shipping industry have 

used this technology since its launch 

and we are delighted to see that it 

has played a pivotal role in keeping 

ships operating and transporting much 

needed food and goods throughout the 

pandemic. 

If you look at GlobeView today, you’ll 

see it’s bursting with information that 

tells you everything about the path of 

Embracing change
By Paul Jennings, chief executive of North P&I Club

North P&I Club
www.nepia.com
@NorthPandIClub

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

“We’ve worked through two world wars 
and the great depression. We’ve seen cities 
built, renewable energy established and 
transport links between the North and South 
strengthened”
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hurricanes in the Indian Ocean, through 

pandemic restrictions imposed on ports 

in the Azores islands, to possible delays 

at the Port of Vancouver due to the 

discovery of Asian Gypsy Moth – a highly 

destructive forest pest. 

GlobeView is just one example of 

how we have adapted and transformed 

our business in recent months – and we 

have no plans of slowing our innovations 

down. 

Despite having more than 400 staff 

operating worldwide, our business has 

fully embraced remote working. All of 

our team have been successfully and 

safely operating from home for the past 

year – something that wouldn’t have 

been possible before the pandemic 

– and now our focus is to continue to 

invest in the latest digital technology 

to ensure that we are able to continue 

working flexibly and efficiently, well into 

the future. 

Transitioning from shipbuilding 

and heavy industry to becoming the 

country’s fastest growing digital and 

technology hotspot – the North East 

has proven to be incredibly adaptable, 

innovative and progressive. And this has 

become even more apparent in recent 

months. 

Teesside’s successful freeport bid is 

another good example of this innovation 

in action, and will undoubtedly 

re-energise this part of our region, 

making it a hub for inward investment 

and job creation.

It is fantastic to see our region’s greats 

come together to chart our recovery out 

of this pandemic and look to new ways 

of boosting our economy. Collaborations 

such as these are vital to ensuring that 

our region continues to adapt, change 

and thrive. 

Coronavirus has certainly challenged 

us in ways we haven’t ever experienced, 

but I’m certain that we, and our North 

East neighbouring businesses, will 

emerge from this pandemic with more 

vision and opportunity than ever before. 

“COVID-19 has 
undoubtedly 
wreaked havoc on 
the world, however, 
it gives me great 
pride to see how, in 
this period of crisis, 
the North East 
has collaborated 
and come together 
to support one 
another“
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Marcus Rashford knows all about making a memorable first 

impression.

After all, it’s how his football career began.

As an 18-year-old he scored twice during his European debut 

for Manchester United in 2016, repeated the feat on his Premier 

League bow just days later and, with his first shot, netted for 

England on his inaugural international appearance. 

Perhaps it should have come as little surprise then that he 

quickly became a totem for the social response to COVID-19 

through his petition to end child poverty.

On this occasion, though, he wasn’t first off the mark.

While his high-profile status was grabbing the headlines, other 

organisations, such as the North East Child Poverty Commission 

(NECPC), were continuing to add their notable experience and 

expertise to a long-running campaign aimed at dramatically 

improving young people’s lives.

Founded in 2011, having evolved from a number of regional 

groups, NECPC harnesses the power of cross-sector support, 

working with charities, local authorities, health and housing 

organisations and the education industry to lobby Government 

for tangible policy changes that ensure all children are afforded 

an equal chance.

Its work is underpinned by a philosophy that rejects the 

careless and oft-assumed notion of poverty being the fault of 

individuals’ characteristics, and instead seeks to reshape the 

UK’s social support structures.

From identifying and campaigning on issues such as potential 

barriers to education, low-income families’ access to health and 

support services, and the importance of firms adopting the 

real living wage, NECPC feeds its regional perspective into the 

national discourse.

Such work was highlighted recently when it partnered 

with the North East England Chamber of Commerce and the 

Voluntary Organisations’ Network North East in writing to the 

Treasury to lay out a blueprint for change that included the 

retention of a previously-installed £20 uplift to Universal Credit 

to help families cope with the COVID-19 pandemic.

Its recommendations also included the uprating of housing 

assistance to be in line with inflation and the extension of free 

school meals to all families in receipt of Universal Credit and 

those with no recourse to public funds. 

Its endeavours, though, are set against a challenging 

backdrop.

Even before the damaging impact of COVID-19, official 

Providing an 
equal chance in 
life
The world may look markedly different through the 
prism of COVID-19, but for all the significant change 
wrought by the pandemic over the last year, some 
things have remained constant. They include the 
campaign to end child poverty, which, while brought 
into much sharper focus by coronavirus, remains 
a stubbornly unresolved problem for the region 
and the wider UK. One organisation working hard 
to deliver tangible change is the North East Child 
Poverty Commission, which harnesses cross-sector 
support to lobby Government for policy changes 
that ensure all youngsters are afforded an equal 
chance in life. Here, Steven Hugill speaks to Amanda 
Bailey, the stakeholder network’s director, about 
its work and hears why child poverty is far from an 
unsolvable issue

The North East Child Poverty Commission
 https://nechildpoverty.org.uk 
@nechildpoverty

I N F L U E N C E :  F E A T U R E
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figures showed a worrying number of 

children in the North East had been 

living in poverty in the years prior to the 

pandemic.

A report, instigated and co-funded by 

NECPC alongside Newcastle University 

with think tank IPPR North, revealed 

child poverty rose by nine percentage 

points between 2013 and 2019 in 

the North East, compared to three 

percentage points across the UK. 

What was particularly alarming about 

the figures was that they followed a 

period between 1999 and 2013 when 

the region enjoyed the country’s largest 

drop in child poverty.

Furthermore, findings from the End 

Child Poverty coalition – of which 

NECPC is a member – estimate almost 

11 youngsters in a classroom of 30 are 

living below the proverbial breadline 

across the North East.

The situation, says Amanda Bailey, 

NECPC director, is a grave one, but 

stands equally as a seminal moment for 

palpable change.

The COVID-19 pandemic may have 

washed like a wave over the region, 

creating a new world of change and 

difference much like the sea perpetually 

alters a beach’s appearance, but 

Amanda says the North East, and indeed 

the wider UK, can navigate to calmer 

waters.

Getting there, though, she says, will 

require steering assistance from the 

Government, in the form of a long-term 

strategy that addresses the key factors 

around child poverty.

“You only have one childhood,” says 

Amanda, “but while youngsters wait 

for the Government to come up with a 

coherent plan, many of them have seen 

their childhoods come and go.

“The main thing we’ve been pressing 

for over the last year, alongside our 

many colleagues and the End Child 

Poverty coalition, is that we need a new 

child poverty strategy. 

“We needed it before the pandemic 

and we certainly need it now.

“It must be a cross-departmental 

approach and be a sustainable coherent 

plan, rather than the series of piecemeal 

sticking plasters we’ve had before.

“Families need more stability – 

continued knee-jerk action prevents that 

from happening and only adds to their 

anxieties.”

The perceptible action to which 

Amanda refers to centres around the 

need to revise previous policy decisions, 

such as the Welfare Reform and Work 

Act 2016 that removed statutory 

obligations on local authorities to reduce 

child poverty, and a meaningful overhaul 

of the social security system, points 

she says have only been brought into 

sharper focus by COVID-19.

Citing the weeks of uncertainty 

around Universal Credit payments – 

specifically whether the Government 

would extend the weekly £20 increase 

brought in last April – before the recent 

Budget, Amanda believes the country is 

now “at a crossroads”.

And she says the time has come 

for ministers to prove their levelling-

up agenda is more than Westminster 

rhetoric.

“Politicians need to stop putting child 

poverty on the ‘too difficult’ pile,” she 

says.

“We don’t have the up-to-date data 

yet, but the number of children living in 

poverty in the region will have increased 

as a result of the pandemic; the level of 

hardship will have worsened.

“The Government talks about 

levelling-up, but that is meaningless if 

we have ever-increasing numbers of 

children and young people growing up 

in poverty across the North East. 

“Children and young people have to 

be at the very heart of the country’s 

recovery,” adds Amanda, who has been 

in post at NECPC – which is hosted 

by, but independent of, Newcastle 

University – since October 2019. 

She continues: “The pandemic has 

really highlighted the everyday impact of 

living below the poverty line for families 

and highlighted that nobody knows 
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what the future holds.

“The Government’s policies are built on the premise that 

everybody, when they have children, must know what the next 

18 years look like in terms of finances, and that if they don’t, they 

shouldn’t be having children. 

“But as COVID-19 has shown, things can change very quickly, 

and for people in those circumstances they need to know the 

social security system is there for them.

“The pandemic, however, has shown that safety net simply 

isn’t there.

“Furthermore, the £20 Universal Credit uplift was actually a 

tacit admission that the social security system wasn’t – and still 

isn’t – providing the necessary support.

“Families are constantly being told to budget, but how can 

they do that when they don’t know if the support is going to be 

taken away?”

Another area where Amanda sees significant scope for 

change lies around the attitudes towards child poverty, saying 

too many people still seek to judge others on their behaviour, 

rather than accepting the need to tackle fractures in the support 

framework.

“Poverty is about people’s income and having insufficient 

income to cover basic needs and fully participate in society,” she 

says.

“It is a structural issue; it isn’t about people’s characteristics, 

behaviours or deficits. 

“There are people who still hold the latter view, but it is 

increasingly hard to use that as an explanation when, even 

before the pandemic, we had 4.2 million children living in 

poverty in the UK and more than one in three children living in 

poverty in the North East.

“You cannot explain those numbers away by attributing them 

to people’s personal deficits.”

Furthermore, Amanda says the future response to child 

poverty must go far beyond food banks and free school meal 

vouchers, which, despite having provided lifelines for countless 

families during the COVID-19 pandemic, are not the long-term 

answer.

Instead, she wants to see more employers pay the real living 

wage and the Government and regional growth organisations 

to attract fresh investment, which she says would create new 

employment and financial opportunities.

“There has been a lot of focus this year on food and 

during a pandemic that is understandable, but we need to be 

really careful as we look to a recovery about the dangers of 

normalising emergency food aid as a response to child poverty.

“It is unsustainable and undignified; the issue is that families 

do not have enough income to meet their needs.

“There are a number of steps the Government should take, 

which include introducing a meaningful rise in child benefit 

payments of at least £10 per child per week.

Amanda continues: “Additionally, we need to look at the 

employment market.

“Even before the pandemic, the North East had the highest 

unemployment rate, and the quality of work remains a challenge.

“Many people on Universal Credit are in low-paid, precarious 

work that does not support raising a family, and the national 

child poverty strategy we are calling for must address this.

“We have the lowest number of real living wage accredited 

employers of any region, and we will be working alongside 

the North East England Chamber of Commerce and the Living 

Wage Foundation to explore how we can get more employers 

accredited. 

“We have some good examples here, such as Northumbrian 

Water and Sunderland City Council, but we need to do more, 

and we need to look at work progression opportunities and 

things like procurement too.

“If a company pays a staff member the real living wage it 

means their children are perhaps getting new shoes when their 

feet get too big – it makes that level of difference.

“Let’s make this an area where we do pay people properly and 

recognise that employees are not just supporting themselves.

Amanda adds: “Child poverty is often viewed as an intractable 

problem, but it isn’t, and we must make tackling it everybody’s 

business.

“We shouldn’t accept it as inevitable in one of the world’s 

largest economies.

“For a country like the UK, child poverty is not unsolvable.”

I N F L U E N C E :  F E A T U R E

“The Government talks about 
levelling-up, but that is 
meaningless if we have ever-
increasing numbers of children 
and young people growing up 
in poverty across the North 
East”
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It’s without doubt that change and 

innovation lie at the heart of creating a 

more sustainable future for all. It’s the 

reason why Siemens Energy remains 

committed to supporting the energy 

transition in line with the Government’s 

Ten-Point Plan and recently published 

Energy White Paper. These are 

documents which provide clear 

strategies to support the green industrial 

revolution, building back better through 

creating green jobs, tackling climate 

change, accelerating the path to net 

zero and hopefully addressing the 

‘levelling-up’ agenda. 

The plans also align closely with 

Siemens Energy’s focus on working 

in partnership with our customers to 

support the energy transition and create 

a new energy infrastructure.  And it’s 

for that reason we remain committed 

to leading a number of pioneering new 

projects, taking an active role in key 

industry groups, sharing expertise and 

upskilling our workforce, not just for 

today but for tomorrow. 

Without doubt, the Energy White 

Paper is a hugely significant step in the 

transformation of our energy system. It 

aims to double the amount of electricity 

we produce, decarbonise our power 

sector, make our homes and businesses 

fit for the future as well as assist the roll 

out of electric vehicles, repurpose the oil 

and gas industry and build a smart and 

flexible system to support it all. No mean 

Driving the energy transition 
for a net zero future
In December, the Prime Minister announced his Ten Point Plan for building a greener society which was closely 
followed by the Energy White Paper from the Department for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy. Steve 
Scrimshaw, vice president, Siemens Energy UK&I, takes a look at what this means for the Siemens Energy 
businesses in the North East

Siemens Energy
www.siemens-energy.co.uk
@siemens_energy

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
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feat – when there are fewer than one billion seconds to go to 

reach net zero by 2050!

The long-awaited white paper also provides clarity on how the 

energy sector will need to adapt to meet the net zero challenge. 

With a clean, secure and stable electricity system comes the 

need for a mix of technologies to drive decarbonisation across 

sectors. And as we move away from fossil fuels, innovation and 

investment in new technologies, such as hydrogen and carbon 

capture, will play a key role in the energy revolution. 

Supporting the energy transition through hydrogen 

At Siemens Energy we are proud to play our part in shaping 

the energy market, with a focus on creating a hydrogen 

economy to replace traditional and less environmentally friendly 

fuels. 

Whether in direct industrial processing, as an energy source 

or as a basis for synthetic fuels, sustainably produced hydrogen 

is considered a key technology for the energy transition and 

reaching net zero. That’s because unlike fossil fuels, green 

hydrogen is obtained through the electrolysis of water – splitting 

water (H2O) into oxygen (O) and hydrogen (H2) – using 

electricity from renewable energies, thus playing a central role in 

the successful decarbonisation of complex energy systems.  

And as a business, we are very proud to have recognised and 

developed this potential early on. 

Because of this, we are preparing for a climate-neutral energy 

future in which green hydrogen plays a central role in all our own 

products and services, customer portfolios and in economies 

and societies around the world. 

Hydrogen solutions – the future of energy supply 

Our commitment to ensuring that all our gas turbines will be 

‘hydrogen ready’ by 2030 is a great example of this in practice. 

And we are showing the power of hydrogen now across our 

operations. With our partner GeoPura, we are using a Hydrogen 

Power Unit (HPU) to provide all the heating and power 

needed for the office and welfare areas on one of our project 

construction sites, which has completely removed the need for 

diesel generators. And, in a TV world first, the HPU system was 

also used by BBC Studios in its recent broadcast of Winterwatch.  

Both are a first for the business and something the team are 

incredibly proud of. And, these systems are being developed and 

built here in the North East with our partners GeoPura. 

Upskilling the future generation 

To fully embrace the benefits of new technology, however, 

also means ensuring that Siemens Energy’s employees have 

the relevant skills to continue to innovate and provide the best 

service to our customers. As part of their training, three of our 

apprentices from the North East were lucky enough to work on 

the HPUs.

A far cry from working on the usual gas turbines and 

generators, feedback from the apprentices included the 

delight of being part of such a pioneering project that would 

undoubtedly shape the future of energy supply. But perhaps 

most poignant of all was their recognition of knowingly being 

part of something that would not only have a significant impact 

on the lives of their children but on their children’s children too.  

Now that’s the true power of the energy business.  

Innovation and technology are certainly one thing, but 

Siemens Energy is also playing a significant role in sharing 

expertise, skills and shaping industry knowledge too by 

supporting all six decarbonisation clusters across the UK, 

including Teesside. These clusters include some of the most 

intense CO2 emitters in the UK.  

The aim of the cluster groups involves setting targets to 

create a net zero carbon economy by 2030, working with 

innovators, investors and problem solvers, to help customers and 

others in the UK and internationally decarbonise. This is a huge 

opportunity to show what is possible in the UK and gives us as a 

country a chance to lead change within the energy revolution. 

One of the other major parts of the Government’s 

announcements was to increase the amount of power we get 

from offshore wind. The UK is already a world leader in this and 

it’s another area key to Siemens Energy. We’re currently working 

to connect two new offshore wind farms into the grid, which will 

have a combined output large enough to power close to two 

million homes. 

Keeping the lights on and finding new and innovative ways 

of delivering sustainable power supply will continue to be our 

focus at Siemens Energy. Much has been achieved, yet there is 

still more to be done. And it’s through continued collaboration, 

pushing boundaries, sharing ideas and upskilling our people, that 

a greener future can be ours to enjoy.  
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You are the chair of the North East England Chamber of 

Commerce. What does your role entail?

The role of chair involves me focusing, with the board, on the 

Chamber as a business in its own right. 

We offer support and also constructive challenge to James, 

David, Julie and the wider Chamber team, to make sure we 

deliver what our members want from the Chamber now, as well 

as being the best we can be.  

We also ensure we have a sustainable plan for our future to 

serve our members for many more years to come.

What do you enjoy about your position? 

I enjoy being part of a really motivated team that is totally 

committed to supporting North East business and lobbying 

Government to make the region the best it can be. 

 We promote the positive case for support and investment, 

and we do that consistently.

I have long admired the Chamber and enjoyed the benefits of 

its work, so it is a real honour for me to be able to play my part.

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? 

The Chamber exists to serve its members and we listen to 

their needs and adapt our offering to meet them.

There have been some great opportunities for collaboration, 

which we are uniquely placed to facilitate in the COVID-19 

pandemic response.

We have also created a significant membership relief fund, 

using our resources to make sure those businesses hardest 

hit have been able to stay in membership to benefit from the 

support we can offer.

You worked for many years in the legal sector with Dickinson 

Dees LLP – now Womble Bond Dickinson – practising dispute 

resolution and later became a senior partner at the business. 

How much are those experiences informing your role as North 

East England Chamber of Commerce chair?

I learned many things from my career in law, but one of 

the most significant is that successful organisations provide a 

consistent and excellent service and value to their customers 

and communicate well at all levels.

Putting your people first as your most important asset to 

achieve this is also borne out in my work with the North East 

Ambulance Service NHS Foundation Trust and Believe Housing. 

I will apply this learning, together with my other experiences, 

to both leading the board and supporting our team and 

membership.

You refer to a couple of them in your previous answer, but 

alongside your position with the North East England Chamber 

of Commerce, you hold a number of other roles, which include 

being chair of NewcastleGateshead Initiative, non-executive 

director at Believe Housing Limited and chair of trustees at 

Newcastle United Foundation. Why is it so important to you to 

see the North East succeed?

I have been fortunate to build a successful career in a region I 

love, and I want others to be able to do the same.

I want anyone who wishes to stay in, or move into, our great 

region to be able to access the opportunities they need.

By working collaboratively to create a stronger and more 

inclusive regional economy, I know we can unlock the full 

potential for the North East as a truly great place to live, learn, 

work and invest.

Laying a platform for success
As the North East England Chamber of Commerce’s recently-appointed chair, John Marshall is central to the 
organisation’s endeavours in ensuring members receive the support they need to thrive. Here, he tells Steven 
Hugill more about his role and how he aims to channel his passion for the North East to help existing firms 
further succeed and new operators find a welcoming home in the region

John Marshall
Chair of North East England Chamber of Commerce

M E E T  T H E  T E A M :  J O H N  M A R S H A L L
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There is something rather fitting about a 

former RAF training aeroplane guarding 

the entrance to Hartlepool College of 

Further Education.

After all, the institution has been 

helping students’ employment prospects 

take off for more than 170 years.

But the plane – a Jet Provost T5 

that was a catalyst for countless 

pilots’ careers – goes far beyond mere 

aesthetics.

When it arrived at its current home 

nearly a decade ago, years of action 

had left the aircraft in sore need of 

restoration.

Salvation came in the form of college 

students, whose endeavours added fresh 

resplendence to its striking scarlet red, 

white and blue fuselage.

And therein lies the deeper story.

The plane – which sits atop beams 

that rise at differing angles to give it a 

banking pose – is a visual metaphor for 

the importance of education and the 

value of practical learning.

It is complemented by two further 

jets and a helicopter, which, rather than 

overlooking the car park gates, are 

housed in a hanger that forms part of 

the institution’s Skills Academy.

In here, learners hone their abilities 

on the latter crafts’ mechanical 

intricacies, with many progressing 

into apprenticeships that support the 

maintenance of operational RAF fleets.

For youngsters, such an environment 

provides crucial real-world experience 

and gives employers access to a 

continued conveyor belt of talent.

Moreover for the college, it signifies 

a manifestation of a wider sector 

commitment to remain ahead of the 

curve when it comes to delivering the 

skills for tomorrow’s industries.

“Aerospace is a key sector for us,” says 

principal Darren Hankey, “and we have 

a great relationship with Babcock, for 

whom we provide apprentices for RAF 

Linton and RAF Leeming.

“As a college, we are always thinking 

of ‘what next’ in terms of skills provision, 

and that was very much part of the 

reason why we set up the aircraft hangar 

to offer specialist maintenance courses.

“It is also the very reason why we now 

operate an area for electric vehicles too.

“The switch to greener transport is 

only going to continue growing and 

we quickly identified the need for a 

specialist focus, given how different it 

is to train and work on electric vehicle 

power compared to standard petrol or 

diesel engines.

Darren continues: “We are always 

looking at where we need to position 

ourselves to stay one step ahead.

“It is why we are working with 

Seymour Civil Engineering to boost 

skills around groundworks – which are 

particularly important given the present 

demand for new roads and pavements 

that will be integral to the ‘levelling-up’ 

agenda – and doing a lot of work around 

telecare too.

“We are also concentrating on the 

rollout of 5G and providing the specialist 

skills that will be needed in the region, 

and across the country, to help deliver 

that.”

The focus Darren highlights reflects a 

very modern approach for an institution 

whose roots trail back more than 170 

years to 1849 and the West Hartlepool 

Literary and Mechanics Institution.

Founded to provide reading, writing 

and arithmetic tutelage, it had, within 

15 years, added engineering and 

construction to its curriculum.

Those subjects remain a bedrock 

of Hartlepool College of Further 

Education’s semesters today, thanks 

to long-standing apprenticeship 

partnerships with operators such as 

Newton Aycliffe car chassis maker 

Gestamp Tallent and Stillington-based 

Darchem Engineering.

And Darren says he and his team are 

honoured to be extending such a legacy.

He says: “When we recently knocked 

an old building down here, we found a 

programme from its opening in 1969.

“It traced the college’s history right 

Providing fresh 
thrust for take off
As principal of Hartlepool College of Further Education, Darren Hankey knows all about providing a runway for 
careers to take off. Now, as chair of the North East England Chamber of Commerce’s Hartlepool council, he is 
harnessing those experiences to strengthen the organisation’s work around skills provision amid a landscape 
of COVID-19 and Brexit where the importance of training and education has arguably never been higher. 
Here, he tells Steven Hugill about his aims in his new role and why, despite the challenging environment, there 
remains much to be positive about 

Hartlepool College of Further Education
www.hartlepoolfe.ac.uk
@hartlepoolfe

A R E A  F O C U S :  H A R T L E P O O L
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back to its beginnings and, as a team, we feel really proud to be 

harnessing such a track record and helping many more students 

move into successful careers as the current custodians.”

However, while ushering through the next generation of talent 

at the college, Darren also has another focus – the North East 

England Chamber of Commerce.

A member of the organisation’s Hartlepool council for nearly 

four years, he was recently elected the body’s chair.

And, having supported many Chamber campaigns – including 

the recent pre-Budget calls for greater funding across schools 

and colleges, and increased adult education investment – Darren 

says he is looking forward to further adding his expertise to 

deliver positive change.

He says: “There are a lot of synergies between my role as 

principal and that of Hartlepool chair.

“We are both employer-focused, and as a college we are 

delivering a curriculum that is fit for all business needs, which is 

an important element of the Chamber’s work.

“As a college, we want to be part of the solutions that the 

Chamber is lobbying for. 

“For example, there has been a lot of change in further 

education policy over recent years.

“We’ve had a lot of austerity since 2010 and one of the key 

areas that has been affected has been adult education; funding 

has gone down, and participation has haemorrhaged.

“As a Chamber, we need to keep on influencing policymakers 

and holding them to account to make sure that things are 

getting done, and that strategies made in Westminster are 

relevant to Hartlepool and the wider North East.”

As well as concentrating on education, Darren says he 

is keen to build on the support the Chamber has provided 

to organisations and business owners during the COVID-19 

pandemic and in the weeks since Britain left the European Union.

Praising the Chamber’s response, he also highlights areas of 

opportunity, such as the Teesside’s successful freeport bid, and 

says the college is well placed to support such growth with its 

raft of young and skilled workers.

“The Chamber has come out of this last year with great 

credit,” says Darren.

“It has been there for members around COVID-19 and has 

been equally superb in keeping firms and organisations up-to-

date on what has gone on – and what is going on – with Brexit.

“The team has really stepped up under James Ramsbotham’s 

leadership.

He continues: “I see there being three main areas to focus on 

as we go through 2021 and head into 2022.

“We’ve got to lay the foundations for economic recovery as 

we come out of the coronavirus pandemic.

“Furthermore, there will be many firms that will be exporting, 

and we need to make sure we help and support them with Brexit.

“Some of the issues they will face will be teething problems, 

but others won’t be, and that is where, as a Chamber, we need to 

be alongside them to help them through.

“We also need to make sure our local areas succeed 

economically too, from Hartlepool and the Tees Valley, to the 

wider North East, and there are some really exciting projects that 

are helping with that.

Hartlepool, for example, has just received financial support in 

the Budget to transform local cultural projects, and Teesside’s 

successful freeport bid will really help the area bounce back and 

level up.

“The freeport bid on Teesside – which is part of the Teesworks 

development – is focused on areas likes offshore wind and the 

decarbonisation agenda, which will both be crucial to the UK’s 

successes going forward.

“As a college, we are ready to play a role in all of this by 

ensuring the talent continues to be available for companies 

wanting to grow and expand.”

A R E A  F O C U S :  H A R T L E P O O L
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Meet your relationship team

Jennifer Rycroft
Assistant Director, 

Larger Membership

01913746461 / 07867541467

jennifer.rycroft@neechamber.co.uk

www.linkedin.com/in/jennifer-rycroft

@NEEChamberJen

Erin Knight
Partner Engagement & 

Sponsorship Manager

01913746453 / 07747885896

erin.knight@neechamber.co.uk

www.linkedin.com/in/erin-knight

@NEEChamberErin

Julie Digman
Medium & Global Relationship Manager

Area: North of Tyne & Durham

01913746441 / 07912478964

julie.digman@neechamber.co.uk

www.linkedin.com/in/julie-digman

@NEEChamberJules

Michael Dickinson
Medium & Global Relationship Manager

Area: South of Tyne

01913746478 / 07850740645

michael.dickinson@neechamber.co.uk

www.linkedin.com/in/michael-dickinson

@NEEChamberMike

Rachel Thompson
Medium & Global Relationship Manager 

(currently on adoption leave)

rachel.thompson@neechamber.co.uk

www.linkedin.com/in/rachel-thompson

@NEEChamberRachT

Alex Cannings
Membership Executive

Essential & Small Membership

alex.cannings@neechamber.co.uk

01913120057

www.linkedin.com/in/alex-cannings

@NEEChamberAlexC

Richard Addison
Membership Executive,   

Larger Business & Global

01913120060

richard.addison@neechamber.co.uk

www.linkedin.com/in/richard-addison

@NEEChamberRich

Lynsey Fairless
Relationship Manager - Small Business

Area: Newcastle

01913120064 / 07834444627

lynsey.fairless@neechamber.co.uk

www.linkedin.com/in/lynsey-fairless

@NEEChamberLyns

Clare McCabe
Relationship Manager - Small Business

Area: North Tyneside & Northumberland

01913746487 / 07850740646

clare.mccabe@neechamber.co.uk

www.linkedin.com/in/neechamber-clare

@NEEChamberClar

Julie Charlton
Relationship Manager - Small Business

Area: South Tyneside,

Sunderland and East Coast

01913120077 / 07980259991

julie.charlton@neechamber.co.uk

www.linkedin.com/in/juliecharlton

@neechamberjac1

Abigail Turner
Relationship Manager - Small Business

Area: Gateshead, Durham, North 

Darlington

01913120075 / 07912478961

abigail.turner@neechamber.co.uk

www.linkedin.com/in/abigail-

turner-863697126

@NEEChamberAbi

Alison Preston
Relationship Manager - Small Business

Area: Teesside, Darlington South,  

North Yorkshire

01913120079 / 07833480474

alison.preston@neechamber.co.uk

www.linkedin.com/in/alison-preston-

7ab11850

@NEEChamberAli

Michelle Ord
Senior Relationship Manager,  

President’s Club

Area: North of Tyne & Gateshead

01913120067 / 07392317728

michelle.ord@neechamber.co.uk

www.linkedin.com/in/michelle-ord

@NEEChamberMiche

Tom Warnock
Senior Relationship Manager, 

President’s Club

Area: South of Tyne & Team Valley

01642329504 / 07714845617

tom.warnock@neechamber.co.uk

www.linkedin.com/in/tom-warnock

@NEEChamberTom

The team is always on hand to help members in growing their knowledge, influence and connectivity. As part of 
an extensive network, if we don’t know the answer we probably know someone who does – get in touch!

C O N T A C T
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