NAGMA
EBANKS-BENI

TOGETHER WE GROW STRONGER

WITH YOUR
HELP EVERYTHING
IS POSSIBLE
Higher Education Without Barriers

Agile business experts nurture future leaders
at Northumbria University
Following a successful three-year programme of financial and practical support
for students at Northumbria University, Agile Business Consortium has
committed to a further three years of funding.
A supporter since 2019, Agile Business Consortium became the inaugural corporate donor of Northumbria University’s Higher
Education Without Barriers Fund in 2022, which helps reduce financial barriers to Higher Education for students from underrepresented groups.

Sharing agile business expertise
As experts in agile business practices, Agile Business Consortium
shares Northumbria’s commitment to preparing graduates for the
changing world of work. ‘It is our desire to see students prepared
with agile skills and mindsets that will allow them to thrive in
today and tomorrow’s business environment,’ explains Managing
Director, Mwaka Lungu.
Spotting the strategic fit with their objectives - and seizing the
opportunity to shape business leaders of the future - Agile
Business Consortium funded scholarships and academic prizes
for students in the University’s Incubator.

As well as providing financial support, the Consortium also
delivered a programme of activities to help graduates embed
agile thinking in their future projects and business endeavours.
This is something that will benefit the graduates, the businesses
they work for and found, as well as the wider economy.
They also set practical research projects for students at
Northumbria University London, to help students hone their
business skills on real-world challenges.

Renewed support for 2022-25

Mutually beneficial partnership

Their generous funding package for 2022-25 will continue this
partnership and see the Consortium and University matchfunding twelve postgraduate scholarships in Project
Management. This will provide the opportunity for exceptional
students to study a career-changing qualification they might not
otherwise have considered possible.

The partnership hasn’t just benefitted Northumbria University
and its students. Agile Business Consortium is also delighted
with the relationship so far.

“It has been a pleasure and an inspiration to
support Northumbria University over the past
three years, witnessing first-hand and hearing the
impact our support has had in nurturing the future
leaders of tomorrow’s businesses.
That’s why we are delighted to re-commit to a
further three years of financial and professional
support. Partnering with Northumbria University
allows Agile Business Consortium to deliver our
shared vision of future-ready graduates, equipped
with the agile business skills that they - and the
economy - need for sustainable success in an
ever-changing landscape.”
Emily Ruffles, Head of Propositions,
Agile Business Consortium

“The partnership helps us fulfil our commitment
to the community, sharing our expertise to the
benefit of individuals and businesses. It also gives
us access to up-and-coming business enthusiasts,
eager to apply themselves to our real-world
business projects. It is a win-win situation that
zI’d recommend to any other organization
considering corporate sponsorship.
‘We’re especially pleased that our support now
extends to younger people through Northumbria’s
partnership with IntoUniversity. We’ll be providing
resources and in-kind support to their programme
that raises awareness and aspirations around
Higher Education for 7 to 18-year-olds from
under-represented groups.”
Mwaka Lungu, Managing Director,
Agile Business Consortium

“I was ecstatic when I received the e-mail confirming my success in obtaining the Agile Business Consortium
Scholarship. It has helped me with living costs and money management, vital in a postgraduate setting.”
Tom Juncar, Student

Scholarships like these are being funded with money
raised by the University’s fundraising campaign, Higher
Education Without Barriers.
Northumbria is partnering with alumni, businesses,
and other supporters to provide a range of financial
initiatives, mental health and wellbeing services, and
community-based projects, to make participation and
progression in higher education more achievable for
academically talented students, regardless of their
social or economic circumstances.

northumbria.ac.uk/giving

To find out how your business can get
involved, contact James Wilkinson at:
james.wilkinson@northumbria.ac.uk

Visitor Experience and Distillery Opening from Autumn 2022 Onwards

Listed as one of...

“The Most Anticipated Museum
Openings of 2022 ” –

Become a Corenkyn and join us on our journey,
visit adgefrin.co.uk/memberships
Ad Gefrin receives additional funding from

Wooler, Northumberland NE71 6NJ 01668 281 554

info@adgefrin.co.uk

EDITOR
Steven Hugill
FEATURE WRITERS
Jack Simpson
Marianne O’Sullivan
Arlen Pettitt
CHAMBER MARKETING MANAGER
Charlotte Johns
CHAMBER PR MANAGER
Kay Wilson
CREATIVE
Peter Mallon
Ryan Errington
PHOTOGRAPHY
Christopher Owens
www.christopherjamesowens.com
FILM
Andrew Lowe
MARKETING
Chloe Holmes
chloe@contactmagazine.co.uk
07493 555509
CONTRIBUTORS
John McCabe
Ashley Carney
Andrew Haigh
Martijn Gilbert
PUBLISHED BY
MattaMedia Ltd
ONLINE
www.contactmagazine.co.uk
NEWS
Press releases should be sent to
news@contactmagazine.co.uk
SOCIAL
@NEEContact_
CONTACT
T: 0191 246 0212
E: chloe@contactmagazine.co.uk
@NEEContact_

HELLO AND WELCOME TO THE
LATEST EDITION OF CONTACT
“The North East England Chamber of
Commerce can be a real conduit and
advocator for change.”
Those words belong not to me, but this
edition’s cover star Nagma Ebanks-Beni, and
they couldn’t be more apt.
In the last issue of CONTACT, I spoke of the
need to adjust to an evolving environment
that remained at the mercy of COVID–19.
A few months on, and the threat of the
pandemic – thankfully – has somewhat
dissipated.
However, while the health crisis may
have fallen down the daily headline list, by
no means are we in a position to become
complacent. Far from it.
With society locked in a cost of living crisis,
and the commercial community itself facing
rising energy bills, skills and parts shortages,
the perpetual challenge of costly business
rates and ongoing Brexit frustrations,
the only certainty, as the saying goes, is
uncertainty.
Relief then, that with its expert team
– a number of which feature in thought
leadership pieces across this edition –
the Chamber remains on hand to guide
members through the fluctuation.
Change, though, isn’t just limited to
financial implications or cross–border
relations.
Amid the mutability, great transformation
is taking place too around bringing an end to
racial and ethnic discrimination.
And, just like it stands at the forefront of
efforts to help the region’s commercial sector
flourish, the Chamber is at the vanguard of

concerted change to remove prejudice in the
workplace.
Its RED Commission, launched in 2021, is
led by the aforementioned Nagma, and is
focused on delivering a quantum leap across
industry, by examining racial and religious
discrimination and developing ways to tackle
it.
Working with members, it aims to adopt
and promote best practice across areas
including recruitment, entrepreneurship
and board representation, while seeking to
challenge misconceptions around equality,
diversity and inclusivity.
Although still in its infancy, the venture
is making progress, with a previous survey
indicating much desire from organisations to
take watershed action.
And to aid progress further, the Chamber
is developing a toolkit and planning a raft
of expert–led practical workshops and
seminars to help firms end stereotypes and
biases – whether unconsciously held or not
– and truly understand the value of a diverse
workplace.
It’s a real force for change, and one that
warrants wholehearted support and co–
operation.
As ever, 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

POWERED BY

CHAMBER
T: 0300 303 6322
E: info@neechamber.co.uk
@NEEChamber

Photography: All photos taken by Contact magazine staff
are copyright MattaMedia Ltd (sister company of North East
Times Magazine Ltd), and are taken solely for use in Contact
magazine or products published by MattaMedia Ltd. If you
wish to use or publish a photograph taken for Contact, please
contact the sales department on 0191 246 0212.

Published on behalf of

Advertising charges: There is a £25 charge for every set of
amendments, following the first initial set of amendments,
which is free of charge for adverts designed by MattaMedia
Ltd.
Cancellations: If an advert is cancelled by the booker within a
seven day period prior to our print deadline, the advert will be
charged in full,
plus VAT.

Editorial: The opinions expressed in this issue are not
necessarily the views held by MattaMedia Ltd. All information
is correct to the publishers knowledge at the time of going
to press.
Advertisements: Although every care is taken to ensure
accuracy, the publishers regret that they cannot accept
responsibility for loss or damage caused by an error in the
printing or damage to, loss of artwork, transparencies or
photos.
Complaints: Regarding advertisements will only be
considered for up to a week after publication. No
responsibility is accepted for errors.
© 2022 Published by MattaMedia Ltd.

CONTENTS

07-08

26-27

OVERCOMING BARRIERS
TO ACHIEVE SUCCESS

BOLSTERING OUR PRESENCE
IN THE GLOBAL MARKETPLACE

18-23

A FORCE FOR CHANGE

42-45

52-53

VIEWPOINT

PROVIDING A PLATFORM
FOR CELEBRATION

48-51

MORE

10 QUESTIONS

10-15

NEWS
32-33

THE ECONOMIC RECOVERY
FROM COVID-19
36-37

TIME TO FOCUS ON GOOD
WORK AND INCLUSION
54-57

EVENTS

WELCOME
JOHN MCCABE – CHIEF EXECUTIVE

OVERCOMING BARRIERS
TO ACHIEVE SUCCESS
Getting accustomed to a new role;
understanding the challenges facing the
North East business community; highlighting
the power of good work; looking forward to
championing success with special awards;
and enjoying face–to–face conversations again.

John McCabe
Chief executive
@NEEChamberJohn

Welcome to this spring edition of CONTACT, which is my first as
your chief executive.
I knew life would never be dull leading the Chamber, but little
did I know just how different the region’s concerns, those of the
country and international politics would be, just six months on
from starting my new role.
Our economic survey, the largest independent business survey
in the North East, is the perfect touchstone to see exactly what is
happening, and we’ve found a worrying picture on some fronts.
The results showed growth but a substantial increase in
concerns about rising costs.
In fact, nine out of ten respondents were worried about both
inflation and energy prices.
This is mirrored in the latest employment statistics where,
unfortunately, we didn’t fare as well as our national counterparts.
The North East employment rate stands at 70.2 per cent,
compared to 75.5 per cent nationally.
Our unemployment rate stands at 5.4 per cent, which is higher
than the national rate of 3.8 per cent.
So there’s definitely work to be done.
One way to pick up an economy is international trade but here,
again, we are similarly having a struggle, in particular with supply
chains since leaving the EU.
Even with our in-house Chamber expertise at their fingertips, it
is clear our members are not having an easy time.
The latest HMRC figures show our trade is 12 per cent down
since pre-COVID-19 times in 2019.
Our rate of improvement is moving upwards, but it is

concerning our figures, as yet, are not as strong as the rest of the
UK.
All of which leads me to the potentially transformative power of
good work.
I’m passionate about my ambition for our region to really blaze
a trail on creating an inclusive economy.
All of the statistics I’ve set out earlier are why good work
matters.
Anybody who is not working and earning a decent living is
unable to contribute to an economically vibrant region.
They are also highly unlikely to be able to have the healthy life
expectancy most of us in work can look forward to.
The Chancellor’s Spring Statement failed to address those
concerns.
It’s been two almost impossibly difficult years, and with more
uncertainty ahead of us, we need the Government to face up to
reality and take some tangible steps to support business recovery.
Let me now move on to a more positive note.
There are some great events to look forward to this year.
We are so fortunate to have the former Hartlepool MP and
cabinet member Peter Mandelson speaking at our President’s
Lunch on June 8, at Beamish Hall Hotel.
Then, our annual celebration of fantastic businesses takes place
on July 14, with the Chamber Awards final.
Good luck to all those who are shortlisted and thanks to our
sponsors, which include headline sponsor Bernicia.
There are still a few tables left at what I’m sure will be an
amazing evening on the beautiful concourse of Sage Gateshead.
I can now also share with you that we have our own TV star
Steph McGovern confirmed as the guest speaker at the Chamber
Annual Dinner, in Durham Cathedral, on September 22.
More information on all these events is available from
natasha.jessop@neechamber.co.uk
Now to more good news.
Lockdown was brutal on many levels, so it was with such
pleasure that I met many of our members at the recent North East
Expo.
The chance to see everyone face–to–face, and hear their success
stories first-hand, was truly inspirational.
I hear there were great connections developed and a
tremendous appetite for information from the various webinars,
so people could identify how best to grow their businesses.
One of the main reasons we exist as a Chamber is to help you –
our members – develop and overcome any barriers to success.
A key person to support this work is our policy director, and it is
great news that Rhiannon Bearne starts in this key role at the end
of May.
Let me finish by thanking you for your support and wishing you
all a great summer.
I look forward to seeing you soon.

NEWS

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

FINANCE

ACCOUNTANCY
FIRM PLOTS
FUTURE GROWTH
STEPS AFTER
TAKEOVER

An independent accountancy and business
advisory firm has hailed a “wonderful
opportunity” for growth after being bought
by a fellow market operator.
Tait Walker has been taken over by Azets.
And Andrew Moorby, Tait Walker
managing partner, says the deal will help
the Gosforth-headquartered firm “enter
the next phase” of its “long and successful
journey.”
The tie-up has seen more than 170 Tait

Walker staff transfer to Azets, including 12
partners.
The deal is Azets’ third in four months,
taking its UK regional network to 84 offices.
Tait Walker bosses say the agreement
will see clients benefit from Azets’
technological investments, such as its
CoZone platform, which provide customers
with tools and information to receive realtime advice.
Andrew said: “Azets is a business which
shares our clear focus on people and clients
– it is the perfect fit both strategically and
culturally.
“As part of Azets, existing and new SME
clients will benefit from an even broader
set of specialist expertise, as they continue
to drive forward the UK’s economic
recovery.”
Peter Gallanagh, Azets UK’s regional
chief executive for the North, added: “Tait
Walker has a strong regional reputation
for its personable approach and specialist
expertise which, combined with Azets’ local
and international reach, opens up a wealth
of opportunities for our clients.”
As well as its Gosforth headquarters,
Tait Walker’s office estate includes bases
in Stockton, Morpeth, Durham City and
Carlisle.
Azets’ regional footprint includes sites in
Sunderland, Hexham, Wynyard, Crook and
Guisborough, in east Cleveland.

Andrew Moorby, Tait
Walker managing
partner, left, with
Peter Gallanagh,
Azets UK’s regional
chief executive for
the North
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INVESTMENT

An artist’s
impression

ROMAN LOOKS TO
RULE SECTOR WITH
CASH SUPPORT

of PragmatIC
Semiconductor’s
new County
Durham base

MANUFACTURING

JOBS BOOST AS PRAGMATIC
UNVEILS DURHAM EXPANSION
An electronics firm behind next
generation circuits has revealed plans
to create more than 100 jobs in a near
£70 million expansion.
PragmatIC Semiconductor is
building a factory in Meadowfield, near
Durham City.
Bosses say the site, dubbed
PragmatIC Park, will deliver around 125
new posts – doubling the company’s
existing workforce to about 250 by
December – and ramp up circuit
production into the billions.
Work is now underway to fit out
the base and install new production
equipment, with operations expected
to begin next year.
The Meadowfield plant will join
PragmatIC’s existing factory on
NETPark, in Sedgefield, County
Durham, with chief executive Scott
White hailing the expansion as a “clear

commitment to bring innovative
technology, high-value manufacturing
and skilled jobs to the North East”.
As thin as a human hair, PragmatIC’s
circuits are used to monitor a range
of goods, from consumer items to
pharmaceutical products, with live
information relayed to smart devices.
They are also used in packaging and
documentation to improve security
and identification.
Scott said: “As well as providing an
ideal home, we will also be inviting
selected ecosystem partners to work
with us to create a centre of excellence
for flexible semiconductor design and
integration.”
The firm’s growth plans come
after it secured nearly £70 million
investment, which included
£3.8 million from packaging firm
Amcor.

A County Durham shower parts maker
has pledged to bolster production after
securing £1.5 million investment.
Roman says it will buy new machinery
and materials to meet growing customer
demand.
The business’ blueprint follows cash
support led by Maven Capital Partners
that included £800,000 from the Finance
Durham Fund and £700,000 from the
North East Development Capital Fund.
Based on Aycliffe Business Park,
Roman makes shower screens, trays and
bathroom furniture for customers across 70
international markets, with its order book
including trade merchants, independent
retailers, hotel groups and housebuilders.
David Osborne, Roman chief executive,
said: “We find ourselves in a period of
prolonged growth and expansion in the UK
and internationally, and this funding allows
us to focus on optimising some amazing
opportunities.”

RECRUITMENT

AGENCY SEEKS TO MAINTAIN
SUCCESS WITH NEW BASE

Melissa Coutts, Recruitrite’s head
of operations

A recruitment agency has expanded to meet
enduring pandemic-related demand.
Darlington-based Recruitrite has opened a
second office in Urlay Nook, near Stockton.
Having helped create four jobs, the business
says the move will extend its market offer, secure
new clients and further the roll out of its Rite
People service, which offers firms specialised
employment support.
Melissa Coutts, head of operations, said: “We
experienced a huge demand in our services

during the pandemic for a number of reasons,
including people reassessing their work/life
balance and businesses trying to catch up on
orders delayed during the first lockdown.
“Recruiting new operational staff will enable
us to maintain levels of service while starting to
work with more businesses in the Tees Valley
and beyond.
“We truly believe in what we do for our clients,
and we’re passionate about delivering results for
them.”
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INSURANCE

DEVELOPMENT

MARITIME INSURER BUOYANT
OVER MERGER PLAN

BANKS GROUP
WILL ‘RECOVER
STRONGLY’ AS
COAL MINING
ENDS

A Newcastle-headquartered global
shipping and marine insurer is in talks
with a fellow worldwide operator over
a merger that would reunite two North
East firms on the international scene.
North P&I is in discussions with
London-based Standard Club.
Bosses say the tie-up would create
one of the world’s largest maritime
insurance groups, with around 300 years’
of combined experience, assets of
£1.5 billion and about 700 staff.
And they say it would also bring
together two North East companies,
with Standard Club understood to have
been founded by Northumberlandborn Charles Taylor, who operated out
of Sunderland before moving to the
capital.
Describing the prospective new entity
– which would be called NorthStandard
– Paul Jennings, North P&I chief
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executive, told CONTACT it would “create
something that is sustainable for the
long-term”.
He said: “This is two North East
businesses that may have drifted apart
150 years ago coming back together
again, and it is a great opportunity to get
ahead of the curve.
“Rather than do something in a few
years’ time, we’ve got the benefit of
first mover advantage and choosing a
partner of choice.
“This is about creating a company
that is capable of growing further; it isn’t
about cost-cutting – we’re not going to
remove people from the business.
“We see the ability to take advantage
of technology, digitisation and new
innovations – and by combining our
firepower, we can achieve a lot more.
“We want to grow across all areas, and
this will definitely accelerate our plans.”

A family-owned renewable energy and
property firm has seen earnings fall –
but it says it “remains well placed to
deliver strong growth” as new ventures
replace historic mining operations.
County Durham-headquartered
Banks Group’s operating profit dipped
to £18 million in the year to September
30, as the end of coal work was
compounded by planning delays and
COVID–19 disruption.
However, officials say the firm is
primed to “recover strongly”, thanks to
its energy and property businesses.
The company delivers onshore wind
farms, with its developments including
a site at Lambs Hill, close to Stillington,
near Stockton, while its housebuilding
arm is working on estates across the
region and farther afield.
Simon Fisher, group finance
director, said: “The performance in 2021
was transitionary.
“But development work continues
to bring forward new onshore wind
farms, and renewable technologies,
including solar power, and battery
storage and small-scale flexible
power generation (are also) under
development.
“In addition, we have a substantial
portfolio of land suitable for new
housing developments, as well as
a strong project pipeline, and are
continuing to expand throughout
the North of England, Yorkshire and
Scotland.”

Paul Jennings, North

Simon Fisher, Banks Group’s

P&I chief executive

group finance director

NEWS

CONSTRUCTION

DEVELOPMENT

CONTRACT
SUCCESSES FUEL
NORSTEAD
EXPANSION PLANS

BLUEPRINT UNVEILED FOR
FOOD STORE DEVELOPMENT
Multi-million-pound plans have been unveiled for a 180-job Teesside food
store and drive-through development.
Northumberland Estates hopes to create a 46,000sq ft shop at Wynyard
Park, near Billingham.
Officials say they expect the supermarket to be “occupied by a high-quality
national operator”, with “national chains” also said to be interested in taking
on the project’s two proposed drive-through bases.
They say the scheme will provide much-needed amenities for local
residents, who, in the majority, presently travel to nearby Billingham and
Stockton for shopping.
Guy Munden, development planner at Northumberland Estates, said: “This
will help to better meet local retail needs, and reduce the need for people to
travel to large stores elsewhere.”

A mechanical and electrical services
firm says it is primed to secure record
growth thanks to a number of high-profile
contracts.
Norstead – part of Newcastle–based
Metnor Group – expects year–end revenues
to surpass £30 million.
And the company – which last year
turned over £23.5 million and celebrated its
50th anniversary – says its expansion will
be matched by recruitment, with bosses
keen to take on further quantity surveyors,
project managers and supervisors.
The business’ momentum has been
fuelled by a string of national projects,
which include NHS work in Poole and
Bournemouth and plant replacement for
John Lewis.
It has also supported the construction
of Sunderland’s Seaburn Inn, and opened
bases in Maidenhead and London to further
propel its standing in the South East.
Jonathan Grant, Norstead commercial
director, said: “Despite a challenging couple
of years, we’re really proud of our growth
and the calibre and scale of the new client
wins.”

INVESTMENT

DISTILLERY BOSSES RAISE GLASS TO
INTERNATIONAL RECOGNITION

Eileen and Alan Ferguson, co-founders of
Ad Gefrin Visitor Experience and Distillery

A £12 million–plus whisky distillery is making waves around the world – before its doors have
even opened.
The Ad Gefrin Visitor Experience and Distillery, in Wooler, Northumberland, has been
listed in the top ten most anticipated museum openings worldwide by The Smithsonian
Magazine.
Co-founded by Alan and Eileen Ferguson, Ad Gefrin – which is due to open later this year
– takes inspiration from the site of the seventh century summer royal palace of the AngloSaxon kings and queens at Yeavering, near Wooler.
The vision has been aided by £3 million Borderlands Inclusive Growth Deal support,
£1 million North East Rural Growth Network SEIF funding, and £600,000 through
Northumberland County Council.
Alan and Eileen said: “Ad Gefrin is a genuine regeneration effort (and) a catalyst for
positive change that aims to revitalise the local community and put Wooler on the map.”
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TECHNOLOGY

EXPANDING
IT OPERATOR
COMPLETES
OFFICE SWITCH

Janet Maxted, Cherry Parts’ managing director, left, with RMT’s Julie Cuthbertson and
NEL Fund Managers’ Mike Guellard

INVESTMENT

SAFETY FIRM IN GOOD HEALTH
AFTER CASH SUPPORT
A family-owned fire safety firm is
aiming to double £1 million turnover
and create jobs by launching an
online store following a five-figure
investment.
Wallsend-based Cherry Parts
is rolling out a digital venture to
sell goods including defibrillators,
evacuation chairs and first-aid kits to
businesses and the public.
The company has been backed by
£75,000 from the North East Small
Loan Fund – which is supported by
the European Regional Development
Fund – via NEL Fund Managers.
Janet Maxted, Cherry Parts’
managing director, said: “Diversifying
the product range opens up new
opportunities.

“We think we can double our
current turnover within a fairly short
space of time through the new
webstore, and think we’ll see more
new jobs being created as we grow.”
Mike Guellard, NEL Fund
Managers’ investment executive,
said: “Cherry Parts is a successful,
mature business that is still
displaying a hunger for growth.”
Julie Cuthbertson, corporate
finance manager at RMT
Accountants & Business Advisors,
who supported Cherry Parts’
management team through the
investment application, added:
“Janet and the team now have every
opportunity to take their business to
the next level.”

An IT firm has moved to new offices to
support expansion plans.
Razorblue is now based on Stockton’s
Riverside. Bosses say the site – which
replaces a previous Teesside hub – provides
room for more than 100 staff, with space
for planned new arrivals and a recently–
launched apprenticeship academy.
Dan Kitchen, chief executive at the
business, which expects to hit £13 million
turnover this year, said: “Having outgrown
our previous base, we took the opportunity
to find a space that offered more to our
people.
“Stockton has excellent transport links,
has more in the way of venues for social
events for our team, and it is a far larger
premises to support growth.
“We are thrilled to have made this move
and look forward to spending many years
here as our exciting journey continues.”
The company operates from seven
offices, which include its headquarters
in Catterick, North Yorkshire, and sites in
Newcastle, London and Scotland.

AUTOMOTIVE

MER DRIVING ON
WITH ELECTRIC
SUPPORT AFTER
OFFICIAL NAME
LAUNCH
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A County Durham electric vehicle charging point company says it is pressing ahead with
job creation plans after launching its new name.
Consett-based Elmtronics is now officially known as Mer following its acquisition by the
latter earlier this year.
And it says the fresh landscape has already created jobs – the company’s headcount has
risen by 20 per cent – with more posts set to be filled.
Dan Martin, Mer UK’s managing director of fleet and workplace charging – who cofounded Elmtronics with Anthony Piggott – said: “Over the last 12 months, we have seen 44
per cent year-on-year growth in demand for charging infrastructure as the industry shifts to
more sustainable practices.
“And this acquisition provides us with enhanced expertise to continue guiding businesses
through electric vehicle adoption.”

NEWS

AWARDS

CHAMBER AWARDS RETURN TO
CELEBRATE BUSINESS DIVERSITY
AND SUCCESS

An artist’s impression of the new
Faber building, which is due to
open in Sunderland in 2024

DEVELOPMENT

DELIGHT AS
WEARSIDE
SCHEME
SECURES
FIRST TENANT
Bosses behind a major city centre
office development have hailed a
“prestigious” coup after securing
their first tenant.
RSA Insurance is shifting customer
service staff to the Faber building,
in Sunderland, from Doxford
International Business Park.
Developer Landid says the move
represents a “brilliant” start for the
project, which will see Faber joined
by a sister building, known as Maker.
Backed by Legal & General, as part
of a wider £100 million commitment
to Wearside, officials say the blocks
will provide 150,000 sq ft of Grade
A office space on the Riverside
Sunderland development when they
open in 2024.
James Silver, Landid managing
director, said: “It’s brilliant that the
market has immediately responded,
and that Faber will become home to
such a prestigious business.”
Peter McIntyre, executive director
of city development at Sunderland
City Council, added: “More offices
and homes in the heart of the city
will bring people who will spend
their money and support the
economy in the area.
“I’m delighted that this plan will
soon bear fruit.”

North East businesses have the chance to secure regional and national recognition
for their trailblazing ways.
The North East England Chamber of Commerce Business Awards are back.
Open to organisations of all sizes from across the region, categories include
business diversification, entrepreneur of the year and commitment to people.
Winners will be announced in a special ceremony at Sage Gateshead on July 14,
with a number of successful operators going on to represent the North East at a
British Chambers of Commerce competition.
John McCabe, North East England Chamber of Commerce chief executive, said:
“Our awards have been created to celebrate business diversity and success.
“They help to promote everything our great businesses do to grow our economy.”
Andrea Malcolm, executive director of people, homes and communities at awards
associate sponsor Bernicia, added: “We’re delighted to be part of championing our
region as a great place to live, work and do business.”
The Chamber’s Inspiring Females Awards will also be launched in the summer,
with the final set for November.
For more information, visit www.neechamberawards.co.uk

John McCabe, North East England
Chamber of Commerce chief
executive, with Abigail Pogson,
Sage Gateshead managing
director, left, and Andrea Malcolm,
Bernicia executive director of
people, homes and communities
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If you want
something new,
you have to
stop doing
something old.
Patrick Drucker

W W W. J A C K S O N H O G G . C O M
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41% of employers are
seeing increased turnover
and retention challenges.
(CIPD, 2022)
Are you focusing enough on engaging, retaining and
developing your talent?
Speak to the Jackson Hogg HR Partnership team today.
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NAGMA EBANKS-BENI, CHAIR OF THE NORTH EAST ENGLAND CHAMBER OF COMMERCE’S RED COMMISSION

A FORCE
FOR CHANGE

www.neechamber.co.uk/red-commission

Photography by Christopher Owens
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The world has changed rapidly over the last two years, not
least around racial discrimination, where, in the wake of
George Floyd’s murder and subsequent rise of the Black
Lives Matter movement, society has witnessed a step–
change in attitudes. So too has the business landscape,
with many organisations introducing – or refreshing – a
focus on equality, diversity and inclusivity. To maintain the
progress, the North East England Chamber of Commerce
launched the RED Commission to explore barriers caused
by racial and religious discrimination, and identify measures
to deliver lasting change. Here, Steven Hugill speaks to
commission chair Nagma Ebanks-Beni about the endeavour’s
ambitions to create an inclusive economy, which will deliver
combined success and ensure people from ethnic minority
backgrounds can pursue opportunities free of prejudice.
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There’s something incredibly symbolic
about Nagma Ebanks-Beni’s office.
It isn’t the frosted glass walls or the
shelves of industry awards, though.
Nor is it the picture of her receiving an
MBE from Prince Charles in 2019.
It isn’t, either, that her work space
is surrounded by equally progressive
companies on a bustling manufacturing
hub.
It is, in fact, the name of the address in
which it sits.
Nagma’s base, from where she oversees
the continued growth of her family’s Prima
Cheese empire, stands on Partnership
Court, on Seaham Grange Industrial Estate,
in east Durham.
And for the woman at the forefront of a
concerted North East England Chamber
of Commerce drive to remove racial and
ethnic discrimination from the region’s
business landscape, operating from a
place whose name connotes togetherness
couldn’t be more appropriate.
Launched in 2021, the business–led RED
Commission is focused on delivering a
step–change across industry, by examining
racial and religious discrimination and
developing ways to tackle such prejudice.
Working with Chamber members,
it aims to adopt and promote best
practice across areas including
recruitment, entrepreneurship and board
representation, champion a positive
approach, and challenge misconceptions
around equality, diversity and inclusivity
(EDI).
And a key facet of its mission is its
resolute regional focus, which is using
the North East’s predominantly white
demographic to fashion a broad spectrum
of change that removes barriers to
progress.
Nagma says: “When we spoke about
creating the commission, a really
important element was to ensure it was
regional, because our statistics, in terms of
ethnic diversity, are very different to other
parts of the country.
“And, for the same reasons, we didn’t
want to draw on data, information or
experiences from other Chambers either.
“We wanted to be collaborative and
learn about our region, so we could offer
specific recommendations for businesses
and people in our area.”

Intrinsic to the commission’s blueprint is
creating an inclusive economy that helps
match the Government’s ‘levelling–up’
agenda with a cultural equilibrium, which
means every individual – regardless of race
and ethnicity – can access opportunities
and flourish.
This, says Nagma, will help deliver
combined success, with individuals
progressing their careers and businesses
benefiting immensely from the skills,
as well as the cultural experiences and
insights, of people from right across
society.
She adds: “In order for our region to
level–up financially, we need to level–up
culturally and socially, and we want to
encourage an inclusive economy where
people and companies benefit from a
diverse workplace.”
A fundamental strand in achieving such,
says Nagma, is a futureproofing of society,
to ensure those presently in the education
sector – and their future generations –
grow and live in a world where prejudice
has been eliminated.
And in an environment where
discussions around race and ethnicity have
only intensified following the murder of
George Floyd in 2020, and the associated
protests that included the toppling of
slave trader Edward Colston’s statue in
Bristol, Nagma says the commission’s work
is more important than ever.
She says: “Anyone from a different
cultural or religious background has
unfortunately, at one point or another,
experienced negative attitudes, and I think
2020 was a point where people stopped
and thought, ‘we need to talk’.
“Certainly, as someone who has always
been in the minority, both as a Muslim
and a woman in business, the events of
2020 really resonated with me, and I felt
a profound obligation to help change
opinions and dispel historic bias.
“And as the landscape of society
changes, it is so important we provide
knowledge and support to businesses to
create a framework for anti-racist, inclusive
workplaces that support and encourage
equality.
“A major part of that is making sure
we prepare organisations to harness and
nurture homegrown talent, which will
contribute to our region’s economic and
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cultural success.
“Look at how our schools are changing;
you only have to walk around Newcastle
on a late afternoon, for example, to
see children from so many different
backgrounds.
“And they’re not going to stay children
forever.
“In three or four years’ time, they are
going to be ready to go into the working
environment, and our businesses must be
prepared.
“It comes back to the message around
combined success – by celebrating the
diversity of talent we have in this region,
businesses will become much better for it.
“But it isn’t just homegrown talent;
we need to make sure we’re providing
a welcoming environment that
encourages students from ethnic minority
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backgrounds, who have chosen to study at
our fantastic universities, to stay and work
here once they have graduated.”
While looking to the future, the
commission is equally focused on the
here and now, and Nagma admits its
infancy means it will take time to roll out a
framework that encompasses the region’s
entire commercial sector.
Nevertheless, she says progress is being
made, with a members’ survey pointing a
way towards watershed change.
Nagma says: “EDI is a very broad
topic, and dismantling racism and
understanding how biases came about
in the first place requires you to dig
deep down into the historic factors that
contribute to the perceptions of today.
“To understand the barriers faced by
people from ethnic minority backgrounds
requires in–depth research, and
discussions with people about their lived
experiences, and that is what we did with
our survey.
“And it was a pivotal point in our
journey, because it provided a real picture
of the region.
“The survey showed us that although
there is an appetite to make our
companies and workplaces more diverse,
there remain barriers around ways and
means to achieve this.
“Yes, there is a lot of information out
there for people to look at, but the survey
showed some of these links and signposts
can be overwhelming.
“So what we have created, through
the commission, is a safe environment
for businesses to understand the value
and importance of EDI, to challenge
outdated opinions and stereotypes and,
more importantly, to ask questions and
seek answers without the fear of being
considered racist.
“Most people and companies are not

NAGMA EBANKS-BENI, CHAIR OF THE NORTH EAST ENGLAND CHAMBER OF COMMERCE’S RED COMMISSION

racist, but they can sometimes be ignorant
to the impact of their actions or the lack of
addressing certain behaviours.”
To aid such education, Nagma reveals
the commission is developing a toolkit
for businesses, to set out the bottom line
benefits of employing people from ethnic
backgrounds.
Furthermore, it plans to host a series
of expert–led practical workshops and
seminars to enable organisations to make
change with confidence, by addressing
issues such as unconscious bias and
appropriate terminology.
These will, says Nagma, complement
previous Chamber recommendations,
which sought to ensure companies
were taking proactive steps to diversify
recruitment and hiring practices, delivering
sustained anti-racism training and taking a
zero-tolerance stance on prejudice.
Nagma says: “Change isn’t just a day of
training, and it isn’t a tick–box exercise.
“It requires much more than that.
“And what we will do through things
like the workshops and seminars, which
will run as a recurring series with different
topics, is embed EDI into businesses and
workplaces.
“Many members have already expressed
they are keen to make changes, and these
kinds of events will help deliver tangible
impact.”
Nagma adds: “We want to encourage,
facilitate and be a source of inspiration for
businesses and organisations, and through
the commission, the Chamber can be a real
conduit and advocator for change.
“We have opened up the conversation
and are breaking down barriers.
“And we will continue to do so, because
the rewards of an inclusive economy,
wherein combined success is achieved,
stand to be huge for the region’s business
landscape.”
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POWERING OUR PEOPLE
THROUGH ALLYSHIP
Inclusion and diversity is an important topic for Siemens Energy. Not just through its work on
making sure there are more females in leadership positions, but also ensuring everyone is able to
bring their whole selves to work. Here, Newcastle-based employees John Holden and Jane
Emmerson explain how allyship is one way to make this happen.

Everyone deserves an equal chance
to succeed and be the best version of
themselves, whether that be at home or in
the workplace, and to live a life undefined
by race, religion, disability or sexual
orientation.
And while we have come a long
way in our fight against inequality and
discrimination, sadly, much more still
remains to be done.
Discrimination takes place right where
we are; it is everywhere in our daily lives
and in our immediate environment.
Often subtle or inexplicit in its form,
even a momentary comment can have

long-term significant impacts on selfesteem, confidence and performance.
Change is needed.
And it’s because of that reason we
believe allyship has an important role to
play in making sure we can proactively
support our people, and each other, to be
the best version of themselves, today and
every day.
What is allyship?
An ally is someone who can support
another – a mutually beneficial experience
for both parties – and with it comes

support, challenge, learning and, most
importantly, friendship.
In a nutshell, it’s about lending an ear,
offering support, encouraging change and
creating impact.
It’s about helping individuals grow and
overcome personal issues and barriers,
and calling out inequality when you see or
hear it.
And allyship can happen naturally, as
John and Jane’s experiences – highlighted
below – show.
Resilience built through friendship
Having lost both his limbs when he was 18,
John Holden now has two prosthetic legs.
His disability had a huge impact on his
confidence, and saw him withdraw from
social situations.
That was until he met colleague Jane
Emmerson.
“Meeting new people is always hard
when you have a disability”, says John, who
is a senior finance manager.
He adds: “It was very rare I would show
people or tell them about my legs, and I
would always try to cover up.
“But Jane has really changed that for
me.
“She is always encouraging me to get
involved and become more social, which
has really helped me come out of my shell.
“She even managed to get me to one
of her yoga classes, which is something I
never thought I would do!”
Finance executive Jane says: “What’s
lovely about my relationship with John is
the fact he started off as my manager, but
is now my friend and mentor.
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“We even find time for a beer or two!
“We have both learned so much from each other, and I’m
constantly in awe of his strength, resilience and growth.
“From my perspective, I’ve always said to John that it doesn’t
matter how he sees himself, there is always an opportunity to get
outside your comfort zone, join in and get involved.”
John adds: “For me, being an ally really is one step above
friendship.
“Because it’s about how you are consciously and subconsciously
helping people, and Jane offers that in abundance.
“I’m proud to say my life is very different now.
“I don’t go around thinking, ‘I’ve got two prosthetic legs’.
“Instead, I walk around thinking, ‘what’s my day going to be?’
“And that’s a wonderful feeling.”
John is keen to support others and, after being spotted in the
street, joined Newcastle wheelchair rugby team in 2020.
He’s now thriving in the sport, winning the players’ player of the
year award in 2021.
And through his dedication and improvement in the team, he
will also compete in the national Rugby Fives tournament.
He says: “Through lockdown, I lost four stone from walking,
going to the gym and swimming, and was spotted and asked to
join the rugby team.
“I’m the newest member and have been made to feel so
welcome.

“I love training each week; it is a real highlight.”
He adds: “There is a lot more that companies can do to support
those with disabilities.
“Allyship is one of those things – helping to call out
discrimination and providing strength to others.
“But, as someone with a disability, I don’t just want to be a tick
in a box and for companies just to say the right things – for real
change to happen, we need to see action too.”
At Siemens Energy, we continue to have a dream – a dream
that’s not just ours, but one that is shared by so many of us.
Our dream is to live in a society that demonstrates solidarity
and creates an environment where people can be the very best
version of themselves, irrespective of their differences.
Because if we all work together toward this common goal,
nothing less than great things can come of it – for us, for the
future, for all of us.
Are you with us?

Siemens Energy
www.siemensenergy.com/inclusion-diversity
@siemens_energy
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BOLSTERING OUR PRESENCE
IN THE GLOBAL MARKETPLACE
With ‘build back better’ becoming the mantra of politicians across the world looking to recover
from years of lockdown and economic shocks, Jack Simpson, North East England Chamber of
Commerce international services executive, looks at the region’s place within the global trade
market, and what is needed for it to realise its true potential.

Jack Simpson
jack.simpson@neechamber.co.uk
@NEEChamber
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The Government recently published the
regional trade figures for 2021.
This data allows us to look at how much,
what value, and where the regions of the
UK exported and imported goods, allowing
us to compare and analyse trade trends at
a local level.
Total trade (exports + imports) for the
North East totalled £24.3 billion in 2021,
a 0.8 per cent rise from 2020, as regional
traders began to recover from a challenging
two years.
In 2020, global trade ground to a halt as
borders shut completely.
This harshly affected international
business, with a sharp 34 per cent drop in
trade.
Even this year, according to Oxford
researchers, exports to Asia - where the
toughest restrictions remain - declined
again by seven per cent.
On top of this was the UK’s exit from
the European Union on January 1, 2021,
which resulted in a sharp 19 per cent trade
decline.
The EU is the North East’s largest market;
with seven eastward-facing ports, we send

59.7 per cent of regional export value to the
bloc.
We are the most reliant region on
EU trade too, and therefore the most
susceptible to any negative changes to the
relationship.
The new UK-EU trade deal is a hard
Brexit.
In the seven days between agreement
and implementation, business had to
adjust, adapt and grapple with new tax
duties, border checks or delays, and
regulatory measures to continue trading
with EU partners.
Far from the frictionless deal many had
hoped for, businesses are still navigating
the complexities now.
Including the impact of COVID-19, trade
with the EU is currently down 20 per cent
from the levels of 2019.
But we are seeing two different
recoveries through this period, which are
worthwhile exploring.
The pandemic suddenly halted trade,
but there was an understanding that this
would ease, and trade will resume.
Indeed, there was an 80 per cent trade
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increase from the height of the pandemic
to the end of 2020, the trend known as a
v-shaped recovery, for the sharp drop and
subsequent sharp rise experienced.
Government analysis and modelling
from Durham University suggests different,
as a result of Brexit.
New border barriers restrict and
complicate market access, deterring UK
exporters and encouraging EU customers
to find suppliers elsewhere.
This means we are looking at longer term
consequences compared to the pandemic
recovery, where trade (if unsupported) will
steadily decline and level at a new, lower,
‘normal’.
But this piece is not to discourage
anyone from international trade.
Moreover, it is a call to arms.
And only by recognising these challenges
can we properly address them.
International trade has been proven to
increase business productivity, profitability
and employee salaries compared to
domestic competitors.
We need to develop and diversify our
trading base.

By encouraging more businesses from
a wider range of sectors to trade with
different markets, we would be increasing
our regional resilience to market shocks,
increasing the prosperity of the region, and
enriching our culture, both at home and
overseas.
Currently, we have the lowest
internationally-trading business population
in the UK, with only six per cent of business,
and 50 per cent of our export value is made
from the automotive industry.
The need to expand this base is made
more important by the Government’s
priority to deliver a ‘levelling-up’ agenda,
which aims to rebalance the economic
gap between London and the rest of the
country.
Unfortunately, North East total trade is 13
per cent behind 2019 (pre-pandemic and
Brexit) levels, whereas the UK average is
seven per cent behind.
From an already weakened trading base,
the North East is under threat of being left
behind in international trade.
Research shows for ten per cent of
infrastructure, there is a resultant five per

cent increase in trade.
Now, as anyone who has tried to travel to
Manchester, or indeed north of Morpeth on
the A1, will know, this region seriously lags
in infrastructural development.
The same could be said for business
funding and international education.
By pursuing a serious campaign of
‘levelling-up’, the North East can better
access opportunities across the world, drive
prosperity in the region and close that gap
with London.
The Chamber has been supporting
businesses with trade knowledge since its
creation.
We have an advisory service, training
programme and documentation service to
support businesses get goods to market.
The Chamber is campaigning for the
Government to provide more practical
support for businesses, particularly SMEs,
which are negotiating new trade barriers to
reduce the burden of risk placed on them.
We also want to see trade policy powers
put in regional hands to better target
relevant markets or tailor support based on
our needs.
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WORLD-LEADING RESEARCH
WITH LOCAL BUSINESS BENEFITS
This month, the results of the Government’s Research Excellence Framework (REF) 2021 were
published. The REF is a national evaluation of the impact of research conducted by British higher
education institutions. And the latest REF shows Durham University has continued to excel, with
90 per cent of its research rated as world-leading or internationally excellent. But what do these
results mean for businesses located close to the university?

SMART TOOLKIT CREATES AND IDENTIFIES VALUE IN SUPPLY
CHAINS
Research led by Professor Kieran Fernandes at the Business School
was just one of the case studies submitted to REF, which shows
how globally important research can also have very local benefits.
Professor Fernandes’ analysis and re-engineering of a complex,
commercial supply chain network has realised new business
opportunities worth more than £800 million.
The road-mapping toolkit he developed with the School works
by providing a framework to identify ways to create and capture
value from all the links across an industry’s supply chain.
Adopted by NG Bailey, a leading UK engineering company, the
toolkit has had a transformational impact on process and decision–
making across the business.
However, this accomplishment would not be possible without
funding from CPI, headquartered in Redcar, which enabled a
feasibility study on the application of the framework to benchmark
and develop operational strategies.
From this, the development of a toolkit could take place.
LOCAL IMPACT
At the height of the COVID-19 pandemic, Professor Fernandes,
currently the interim executive dean at the Business School,
combined insights from the toolkit study with research into
the vulnerabilities in global supply chains, highlighted by the
pandemic, to benefit local companies.
The study, entitled COVID-19 and Supply Chains in the United
Kingdom: Impact & Mitigation, was co-authored with Drs Atanu
Chaudhuri and Manish Shukla, alongside professors from
the Business School’s Centre for Innovation and Technology
Management (CITM).
It reviewed more than 1.7 million businesses across the UK and
spread across all sectors, and found that 29 per cent of companies
were highly vulnerable due to how their supply chains operated.
Many had never experienced such an external shock as the
pandemic, and were not prepared with mitigation strategies.
The Durham team partnered with groups such as CPI, the
Confederation of British Industry, the Federation of Small
Businesses and the Materials Processing Institute, to provide
free support for companies in developing robust mitigation and
resilience strategies to not only overcome the pandemic but
successfully compete in a global economy thereafter.
Working with these project partners allowed the School to
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directly support regional businesses and ecosystems.
From a series of free webinars and masterclasses to providing
one-to-one support, Durham’s expertise could be transferred to the
local business sector.
CONTINUED ENGAGEMENT
The School is proud of its regional roots and continues to offer
opportunities to support the local business community.
In the coming months, the School will be expanding its provision
in executive education, encouraging lifelong learning and business
regeneration.
More information on how this can benefit your organisation can
be found at www.durham.ac.uk/business

Durham University Business School
www.durham.ac.uk/business
@DUBusSchool

For aspirational
business owners

“Haines Watts have been fantastic in
supporting us through our growth”
Chris Fraser, CEO and Founder of Aspire

Scan to hear more
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THE ECONOMIC
RECOVERY FROM
COVID-19
As businesses grapple with ever-increasing costs, Marianne
O’Sullivan, North East England Chamber of Commerce policy
adviser, assesses company feedback from a recent Economic
Survey and highlights what action needs to be taken to help
organisations navigate the present tough terrain.

Marianne O’Sullivan
marianne.osullivan@neechamber.co.uk
@NEEChamber
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The global economy has been - and
continues to be - hit by two huge issues:
the COVID-19 pandemic and the war in
Ukraine.
We are also now facing a rising cost of
living, with the price of doing business
increasing thanks to higher inflation and
energy and staff costs.
In our Economic Survey of members for
quarter one of 2022, 91.3 per cent said they
were concerned about inflation (up from
82 per cent in quarter four of 2021).
Inflation is now at a 30-year high, and
the IMF has reduced the UK’s growth
forecasts for 2023, with people expected to
cut spending as their real income shrinks.
Just under 90 per cent of respondents
were also concerned about energy prices,
a particular issue for our region given its
energy intensive manufacturing sector.
The British Chambers of Commerce
(BCC) echoed our findings, reporting that
62 per cent of businesses see soaring
energy bills as a driving factor in them
raising prices.
In order to support businesses with
rising costs, the BCC is advocating the
expansion of the energy bills rebate
scheme for households to also include
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small and energy-intensive businesses.
It is essential we see action from the Government to reduce
the cost of doing business, to support the North East’s economic
recovery.
Our view is that the Chancellor’s Autumn Budget will need to
focus on reducing energy costs ahead of the winter.
We are also facing questions on our future energy supply.
The Government has said it will invest in new nuclear power
stations, building on existing sites.
This would benefit the existing site at Hartlepool; a small
nuclear station there contributes approximately £50 million a year
to the local economy.
However, we also need to see further funding to scale up
hydrogen manufacturing on Teesside.
Another key concern for many businesses (71 per cent) in our
survey was staff costs.
Due to the increased costs of living and a tight labour market,
employers are facing pressures on staff outlay.
Two-thirds of businesses reported they had attempted to
recruit in the last five months (mostly for full-time, permanent
roles), with two-thirds telling us they’d had trouble recruiting.
More businesses said they were having difficulty hiring into
skilled, technical, professional or managerial roles than other
posts.
In the short-term, businesses need to work to retain talent and
stand out to prospective employees in a tight labour market.
The Chamber’s Good Work Toolkit highlights different measures
employers can take, such as paying the living wage, flexible

working, investing in training and measures to support employee
wellbeing. For example, businesses, such as Thirteen Group, have
focused on upskilling their workforce using the Investors In
People framework.
In the longer term, there needs to be a focus on skills shortages,
as this is playing a significant role in limiting growth.
The Chamber network will work with employers, education
providers and the Government to tackle the skills gap in the North
East.
We have already worked with the Department for Education
to publish a Local Skills Improvement Plan for the low-carbon
industries working in the Tees Valley.
With COVID-19 restrictions eased, tourism will play a key role in
the North East’s economic recovery too.
This year marks 1900 years since the building of Hadrian’s Wall,
with events planned throughout the summer.
We have also seen County Durham shortlisted to become UK
City of Culture 2025, which is a great opportunity for the county to
really showcase what it can offer residents, visitors, investors and
businesses.
Ahead of the summer, the Government has launched a rail fare
sale to help increase travel and visitor numbers.
Here at the Chamber, we have been campaigning to improve
transport connections for the region through investment in the
East Coast Main Line and local public transport.
These are uncertain times for many businesses, but rest assured
we are working hard with members to ensure the North East’s
economy can continue to grow.
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NORTH P&I SHOWS WHY IT’S GOOD
TO TALK WHEN IT COMES TO CANCER
Global shipping insurer North P&I Club has been supporting colleagues impacted by cancer
through work with Maggie’s. Here, Rebecca Griffin, North P&I HR business partner – who knows
personally the level of support and compassion provided by the charity – explains more.

The diagnosis came as quite a shock.
Just the word – cancer – strikes fear into
anyone, so when I was told three years ago
I had thyroid cancer, it was emotionally
devastating.
It was hard to take in, and there was also
so much information I had to look through
to try and find a way forward, and to think
about what to do next.
However, just three days after I was
diagnosed, I attended a session at Maggie’s,
at the Freeman Hospital, in Newcastle,
about how to help deal with cancer in the
workplace.
It was tremendously informative,
highlighting what is important to those
returning to work after a cancer diagnosis
and treatment, and it facilitated a lot of
useful discussion.
And obviously, for me, it had a very
special resonance, having been diagnosed
that very same week.
After the main training session had
finished, I was fortunate enough to have
a private chat with one of the fabulous
Maggie’s cancer support specialists, who
are all trained cancer nurses.
The compassion I was shown was very
welcome, as was the chance to really talk
openly to a third party without worrying
about how they were taking the news, as
you do with family and friends.
While it was an emotional chat (with
plenty of tears), I left feeling listened to and
much more prepared and comforted for
what was ahead.
As well as the fantastic people at
Maggie’s, there is also definitely something
about its physical environment that makes
it very special.
It is a world away from the sterile, clinical
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environments you go through during
treatment.
It’s a place of safety and comfort, and a
brilliant environment for education and
collaboration; it is a real gem for the North
East.
Following my treatment, I found that on
my return to work at North, everyone was so
supportive and understanding.
The work Maggie’s had done with the
team really made a difference, because it
can be difficult knowing what to say or how
to treat someone who has been diagnosed

with cancer, or who is coming back after
treatment.
My colleagues at North have been
great, and I’m so pleased the business is
continuing to support Maggie’s by holding
further workplace training sessions.
I know they give my colleagues the
knowledge and confidence not only to help
me, but others like me who are living with
cancer or have family and friends impacted
by it.
The sessions give people the skills and
confidence to talk about cancer and help

Pictured, from left to right, are Rebecca Griffin, North P&I Club’s HR business partner, and Karen Verrill, Maggie’s
centre Newcastle head
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signpost colleagues to resources such as the Maggie’s Centre drop-in
service, where anyone affected by the disease – including family and
friends – can speak to experts straight away without an appointment.
With around 900,000 people of working age living with cancer in
the UK – a number expected to increase to 1.1 million by 2030 – most
workplaces across the country are likely to be affected by cancer, so
it is terrific that Maggie’s runs these sessions, not just for North, but
also other major employers across the North East and, from its other
centres, across the UK.
I’m also very proud I work for an employer that is so committed
to its people and to Maggie’s North East centre – North has donated
more than £30,000 to the centre since 2016.
Everything Maggie’s does is funded by charitable donations, so
that kind of support makes such a difference.
It certainly did for me.

Karen Verrill, Maggie’s centre Newcastle head
We’re so grateful to everyone at North P&I for supporting Maggie’s.
Every week, 300 people visit our cancer centre for expert help and
advice, and it’s only thanks to the brilliant businesses and individuals,
who donate and raise funds, that we’re here for people with cancer
when they need us the most.
Everything at Maggie’s is funded by our local community – from
our beautiful building and gardens to our small team of nurses,
psychologists and benefits advisors.
One of the things that makes us unique is our daily drop-in. You
don’t need an appointment or a referral.
You can just walk in and speak with our cancer support specialists
about any area of your life that cancer affects.
This could be questions about treatments, side effects, money
worries or emotional support.
We also have a weekly programme of support groups, courses and
workshops, such as Cancer in the Workplace – our training session for
managers, HR professionals and wellbeing reps.
We know a positive return to work can play a significant role in
recovery from cancer.
Our workshops educate and upskill employers on how
best to support employees with knowledge, empathy and
understanding.

Rebecca Griffin, North P&I Club’s HR business partner, left, in conversation with Karen
Verrill, Maggie’s centre Newcastle head

• For more information on Maggie’s workshops, contact
newcastle@maggies.org
• Businesses can sponsor a day at Maggie’s for £2400. To find out
more, visit www.maggies.org/get-involved
• Maggie’s Newcastle supports the whole of the North East and
Cumbria. If you or someone you know has cancer, you can speak
with their experts confidentially about any area of your life that
cancer affects. Visit www.maggies.org/newcastle or call
0191 233 6600
North P&I Club
www.nepia.com
@NorthPandIClub
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TIME TO FOCUS
ON GOOD WORK
AND INCLUSION
As the business world continues to flex in the
post-pandemic landscape, Arlen Pettitt, North
East England Chamber of Commerce knowledge
development manager, assesses what steps
organisations need to take to ensure they are
providing the right environments to retain skills in
the region while providing pathways for the next
generation to excel.

Arlen Pettitt
arlen.pettitt@neechamber.co.uk
@NEEChamberArlen

The unemployment rate in the North East has been
falling since the end of last year – that’s good news,
right?
Well, yes and no.
Since the period between September to November
last year, the number of working age unemployed
people in the region has fallen from 71,000 to 65,000.
But, in the same period, the number of people in
employment has also fallen, from 1,142,000 to 1,138,000.
What we aren’t seeing is a shift from unemployment
into work.
So, where are these people going?
The answer is that in the past six months or so, nearly
11,000 people have drifted out of the labour force
entirely and into economic inactivity.
That’s a pattern replicated across the UK, and
nationally we can see it is the result of more people
suffering from long-term ill-health and an increase in
retirees.
In particular, there’s been a reduction in those aged
between 50 and 64 in the workforce, meaning a loss of
years’ of experience and skills development, as well as
the informal support and mentoring this group would
usually provide to younger workers.
In our latest economic survey, two-thirds of
businesses told us they had attempted to recruit in
the past three months, and two-thirds of those told us
they’d had difficulty doing so.
This was especially the case for skilled, technical,
professional and managerial roles.
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The labour market is currently very tight – across the UK there are
now as many job vacancies as there are people unemployed, and
the unemployment rate of 3.8 per cent is close to record lows.
That means finding the right person is tricky, and in normal
times would see significant pay pressures as in-demand candidates
asked for higher salaries.
Given the intense cost pressures businesses find themselves
under, and the lag in real wages (despite rising inflation), that’s yet
to materialise, but is surely only a matter of time.
Another likely outcome is candidates being pickier about who
they work for, and putting greater stock in culture, ethos and that
broadest of broad terms: social value.
Whether consciously or not, businesses are already looking to
these to stand out from the crowd.
Our survey also told us that, alongside pay adjustments, firms
were looking at investment in training and development, wellbeing
and the promotion of flexible working to improve their offer to
prospective employees.
Again, whether consciously or not, businesses are embedding
elements of the Government’s Good Work agenda into their ways
of working.
What is clear is that the direction of travel already established
before the pandemic – towards a greater awareness and
recognition for employee wellbeing – has been accelerated by the
collective stress, trauma and upheaval of the past two years.
This isn’t a diversion, it’s a one-way street and employees –
whether prospective or existing – will continue to demand more
and more from employers.
The changes that happened to the world of work, and the world
in general, in March 2020 happened practically overnight.

That’s a deeply unusual thing for businesses to deal with, and
required a pace of change to systems and processes most of them
would have been completely unaccustomed to.
What we’ve then seen has been almost a process of reverseengineering the logic, rationale and foundations of things like
hybrid or remote working, of policies around health and wellbeing,
of recruitment practices, of workplace health and safety.
Rather than slowly work up plans over a period of months,
consulting with outside experts and with colleagues, solutions were
put in place initially, which might not have been the optimal ones,
and then improvements have been made iteratively, changing bits
the team like, bits they don’t, bits that work, bits that don’t, until
the best situation is found.
That works when you’re in crisis response mode, but for most - if
not all businesses - it isn’t the best approach to take long-term.
As we emerge from the last two years, it’s important for
businesses to look back at what they’ve changed and formalise it.
Do you have the frameworks in place to maximise the benefit
of different approaches to work? Do you have the right policies
on home or lone working? Do you have the right systems and
technology in place?
A focus on that will be beneficial to every business, but it’ll also
be beneficial to the North East economy as a whole.
We can scarcely afford to lose the skills and expertise we are
currently losing from the workforce – whether that’s to long-term ill
health or to retirement – and each and every employer has a role to
play to draw some of that talent back.
It will mean being more flexible, more accessible, more inclusive
and more understanding of employees as individuals – but lots of
firms are already well on their way.
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OCCUPATIONAL HEALTH IN THE NORTH
EAST: A POST-PANDEMIC PICTURE
As society tries to work out how to live with the legacy of the pandemic and what the ‘new normal’
will look like, employers have been welcoming workers back to offices and factories. But the
situation is far from simple, with many people, having spent two years at home, nervous about a
return and, in some cases, feeling very different to their pre-pandemic selves. This factor, combined
with an increasing cost of living, means employers must be more alert than ever before. Here,
Tony Pendlebury, Recovery4Life’s clinical director and a leading psychotherapist, reveals what
organisations can do to support workers’ mental health and wellbeing.

TELL US A LITTLE ABOUT YOUR BACKGROUND
I’ve worked in the areas of mental health and addiction for more
than 20 years, and I’m a qualified psychotherapist.
During my career, I’ve worked extensively within the NHS in
London, Kent and the North East, occupying a diverse array of roles,
ranging from specialist substance misuse through to public health
commissioning.
I’ve chaired the Darlington Safeguarding Board and been
highly involved in County Durham and Darlington’s CDLIN – set
up to further ensure patients’ safety in the wake of the Shipman
Inquiry – and was chair of the substance misuse planning group in
Darlington between 2008 and 2016.
Alongside Dr Martin Weatherhead in 2004, I helped set up the
ground-breaking Washington Project and Counted4, which was the
forerunner to Recovery4Life.
I returned three years ago as clinical director full-time, and
specialise in supporting employers to manage complex dualdiagnosis cases as they emerge in the workplace while managing a
multi-disciplinary clinical team.
WHAT ATTRACTED YOU TO YOUR CURRENT ROLE?
I believed in what Recovery4Life was doing. More importantly, I
believed in the way the business treats its people and its clients
with respect and humanity. As a recovery-orientated organisation,
we saw there was a significant gap in provision for employers being
faced with complex issues that sat beyond the scope of traditional
occupational health services.
With statutory services stretched to capacity following the
pandemic, the need for fast, effective solutions, which can
understand the needs of an employer and provide high-quality
support to an employee, has never been greater. Our approach is
unique, our model works, and we get amazing feedback.
It is also incredibly gratifying to see people return to the
workplace in a much better position. The companies we work with
see that too. They see their people are happier and more focused
on what they are doing.
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WHAT ARE THE CURRENT AND EMERGING
WORKPLACE HEALTH TRENDS?
We’ve seen a significant increase in
demand for health and wellbeing services
– including our proactive employee
assistance services, which cover complex
and existing cases and direct treatment
programmes – from complex mental health
issues, PTSD, depression and anxiety, to
drug and alcohol detoxes and relapse
prevention.
We’ve also seen increased demand
for more traditional occupational health
services, such as health surveillance and
management referrals, but with a much
greater focus on mental health and
emerging long-COVID-19 conditions.
We have adapted treatment models
we’ve used for conditions such as postviral fatigue to respond to the physical and
mental challenges long-COVID-19 brings.
The pandemic is still highly prevalent
and is on the increase.
According to ONS figures, more than
1000 people a week are dying from the
virus. Naturally, this means that employers
can expect a continual increase in poor
mental health among workforces, coupled
with an increase in drug and alcohol
consumption.
WITH THAT IN MIND, WHAT DO
EMPLOYERS NEED TO DO TO HELP
PEOPLE FEEL SAFE AS THEY RETURN TO
THE OFFICE?
Employers are tasked with managing
a workforce that has experienced long
absences, lockdowns and continual
uncertainty. And the Government’s change
in messaging – shifting the responsibility
of physical/environment controls, such
as wearing facemasks, to the employer
– means a nuanced and sympathetic
approach is essential.

Some people may genuinely struggle
to feel safe at work, with others arguing
against the need to maintain the controls
that have been in place for so long. Our
advice is always to keep sensible controls
in place and see them as a means of
supporting psychological security in the
workplace. Testing still has a key role to
play; we started offering COVID-19 testing
at the end of February 2020, before the first
lockdown, to provide psychological security
in the workplace.
We offer a full range of testing options
including lateral flow testing solutions for
the workplace (antigen and antibody), with
full infection control training and online
reporting systems.
We also offer a mobile service, providing
collections from workplaces and homes.
SUCH MOVES WILL HELP EASE SOME
WORRIES ABOUT A WORKPLACE
RETURN. HOWEVER, RECENT DATA
POINTS TO A RISE IN DRUG AND ALCOHOL
DEPENDENCY, AS WELL AS ANXIETY
DISORDERS, OWING TO THE PANDEMIC.
BASED UPON THOSE FINDINGS, WHAT
MUST EMPLOYERS DO TO MITIGATE RISKS
AND ENSURE EMPLOYEE WELLBEING?
Firstly, it is important to remember the
region was facing difficulties like this before
the pandemic – put simply, it was already
in a crisis position. The North East topped
the league for alcohol-related deaths
and hospital admissions, and for drugrelated deaths, and for prescribed pain
management and antidepressant drug
admissions too. Recent figures show these
issues have been amplified with significant
increases in both drug and alcohol-related
deaths.
Lockdowns created an increase in
common mental health disorders, and
sadly some people have attempted to

manage their discomfort and unease
through over-eating, excessive drinking or
use of over- the-counter medication.
People have felt isolated for a long time,
and the psychological impact of COVID-19
has undoubtedly created problems for
people returning to the workplace.
Many will have lost partners, relatives,
friends or colleagues, and some will have
had the virus themselves and may be
experiencing long-term physical and
psychological issues. So, there are several
factors that organisations need to consider.
It is essential that drug and alcohol
misuse, as well as common mental health
disorders and associated support, are
included in your occupational health
programmes.
Medication checks and occupational
health referrals, screening and monitoring
should also be fundamental to firms’
approach, as should employee assistance
programmes (EAPs).
EAPs can also be highly effective, but
these services must be proactive and
targeted, as people are less likely to ask for
help when they are feeling at their most
vulnerable.
Many EAP helplines won’t deal with
pre-existing conditions or complex needs,
so contact us if you need any advice on
managing these issues.
Support to mental health first aiders
and mental health champions is often
overlooked, and they can become
overloaded with the issues that are
emerging. These can be great resources
but quite often receive little support or
supervision themselves.

Recovery4Life
www.recovery4life.co.uk
@Recovery4LifeNE
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DON’T BURY YOUR
HEAD IN THE SAND!
With more than 200 years’ experience of providing international trade support to
businesses across the region, the North East England Chamber of Commerce has
further enhanced its offering with the addition of a customs brokerage service.

The ChamberCustoms brokerage service
has been established by the British
Chambers of Commerce to provide
an independent customs declaration
option, offered via local chambers, for all
businesses across the UK.
Following the UK’s EU exit, any business
exporting from, or importing into, Great
Britain must now submit a customs
declaration to HMRC.
A customs intermediary, such as a
brokerage service, can be used to submit
the entry to HMRC.
ChamberCustoms is able to do this.
Customs entries to HMRC are equivalent
to a tax return and therefore must be
compliant with HMRC’s requirements.
The focus of ChamberCustoms is to
provide an independent compliant
service that is reliable, timely and avoids
additional cost through delays or errors,
and adds confidence to a supply chain.
The ChamberCustoms service is also
supported by the reach, expertise and
knowledge of the British Chamber
network, as well as the Chamber’s
own global service desk and training
programme.
ChamberCustoms offers the following
brokerage services:
• Export declarations from the UK
• Import declarations into the UK,
including Great Britain to Northern
Ireland
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• T
 ransit documents for exports from the
UK
Benefits of using the ChamberCustoms
brokerage service include:
• A compliance–focused service
• Transparent cost and competitive pricing
• I ndependent service to transport service
provided
• A
 ccess to experienced and qualified
locally–based teams, which are trained
and supported by the British Chambers
of Commerce

We use ChamberCustoms to
do our export declarations,
and it has allowed our export
process to run smoothly and
efficiently.
They have been very helpful
and supportive with any
queries we have had along
the way, which has allowed us
to continue focusing on our
supporters and raising much–
needed funds for our charity
Julie Petitjean, business support manager at
Great North Air Ambulance

We want to help businesses be
compliant with HMRC and understand
their responsibilities when submitting
information for customs declarations,
to ensure they’re not at risk of incurring
penalties levied by HMRC for noncompliance, which can be up to £2500 per
entry.
The message is clear: don’t bury your
head in the sand!
Change ahead for customs
HMRC is introducing a new system for
customs declarations.
It will require all businesses to provide
additional information to enable
declarations to be completed, and some
information will be required in a revised
format to be compatible with the new
system.
To ensure they remain compliant on the
new system, businesses should prepare for
the change.
The existing system called CHIEF is
being replaced by CDS.
Some of the changes businesses will need
to be aware of include:
• Deferment accounts will need to be
authorised for use with CDS; businesses
can do this via the Government gateway
• I f a business wishes to make an
immediate payment for duty or VAT,
which can be managed directly by the
business via the Government gateway

• Postponed VAT accounting will still be
available
• Some commodity codes will require
additional licences in CDS. These
requirements can be checked against
the tariff
• The Customs Procedure Code (CPC)
format is being changed in CDS and
will require currently used CPCs to be
converted into four-digit procedure code
(PC) and all related three–digit additional
procedure codes (APC). This allows a
wider range of circumstances to be
represented
ChamberCustoms is an earlier adopter
of the CDS system, and the network was
the first to submit an export declaration
via CDS.
All businesses will need to be ready to
have their import declarations submitted
to CDS by September 30, 2022, and all
export declarations must be submitted via
CDS prior to March 31, 2023.
To find out more about the
ChamberCustoms brokerage service, visit
www.neechamber.co.uk/global

North East England
Chamber of Commerce
www.neechamber.co.uk
@NEEChamber
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In the latest instalment of CONTACT’s
new Viewpoint feature, Andrew Haigh,
chief executive at Newcastle Building
Society, assesses the mutual’s progress
over the last two years, including its
robust financial performance, and
explains why local communities
will forever remain at the heart of
operations.

ANDREW HAIGH

NEWCASTLE BUILDING SOCIETY
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Like many organisations, the past two
years have been a period of uncertainty
and challenge for Newcastle Building
Society.
But if 2020 were to be characterised as
a year without precedent, 2021 was a year
of achievement, as we delivered record
results and innovation in an ever-changing
environment.
Our unique business model and strategy
provided the foundations for commercial
growth that enables us to deliver longterm benefits to our communities.
We are a purpose-led, member-owned
organisation.
Our purpose, which informs our strategy
and decision-making, and defines how
we measure our success, is to connect our
communities with a better financial future.
What the past two years have shown
is that our purpose is more vital than
ever, and that during difficult times it can
be relied upon to provide direction and
inspiration.
Our purpose is brought to life by our
incredible team, which has shown time
and again a tireless commitment to
deliver for customers, even in the most
challenging circumstances.
Our colleagues – more than 1300 in
total – personify our ‘can-do’ spirit and
continue to surprise and delight me
with their fortitude, agility, creativity and
compassion.
When we combine this purpose with the
commitment of our colleagues, the result
is incredibly powerful.
One example is our innovation in
helping people own their own home.
For many years, wages have failed to
keep pace with the continued rise of house
prices across the country.
Achieving the dream of home ownership
without family or other financial assistance
can feel out of reach, especially when
a large deposit is required - but our
participation in launching two new
innovative mortgage support schemes in
2021 provided some assistance.
We were the first lender to offer
mortgages under Deposit Unlock, a unique

insurance-backed collaboration with the
Home Builders Federation, which helps
those with a small deposit to realise their
dream of owning a new-build home.
We were also one of the initial lenders to
sign up to the Government’s First Homes
scheme to help local first-time buyers –
particularly key workers, such as NHS staff
and armed forces veterans – get on the
property ladder, by offering homes at a
discount of at least 30 per cent compared
to the market price.
These firsts sit alongside a
comprehensive product range designed
to improve access and affordability for
borrowers.
On a commercial level, the tangible
impacts were an increase in gross
mortgage lending in 2021 of £861 million,
up £216 million on the previous year.
However, the real impact is felt by our
members, including more than 5300 new
mortgage customers last year, who own
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their own home and benefit from the
comfort and security that brings.
We’re continuing to innovate on
our region’s high streets too, and
after a COVID-19-enforced pause, we
recommenced our multi-million-pound
branch investment programme.
Despite the ongoing national trend of
bank branch closures, we believe in the
value of face-to-face customer contact and
maintaining a physical presence within the
communities we serve.
Whether it’s on the region’s high streets
or via digital technologies, looking after our
customers means being available to them
and making it easy for them to interact
with us in whichever way they choose.
Our subsidiary Newcastle Financial
Advisers Limited, which provides financial
advice across our branch locations, was
recognised as one of the UK’s top rated
firms by VouchedFor, the UK’s leading
review site for financial advisers.

We’ve already announced exciting
plans for 2022, with new community
partnership branches in Tynemouth and
Knaresborough in development.
These branches will both be located
within council-run library buildings,
delivering a full-service branch concept
to restore face-to-face financial services to
both communities.
We’re also set to pilot a UK-first
digital service in our branches to enable
customers to pay in and withdraw cash
from their bank, bringing back banking
services to the high street.
In addition, the Newcastle Building
Society Community Fund at the
Community Foundation has grown to
more than £2.3 million in value as a
permanent legacy to support charities
across the region through grant funding.
But our community partnerships with
Newcastle United Foundation, Walking
With The Wounded and The Prince’s

Trust are not solely about the provision of
funding.
We work alongside our partners to
support the delivery of employability
outcomes.
Our new five-year partnership with
award-winning charity Walking With
The Wounded will develop a bespoke
recruitment pathway for armed forces
veterans into the building society and its
subsidiaries, including dedicated support
to help people reach their full potential.
Looking to the rest of 2022, a new set of
challenges face our communities.
The rising cost of living will affect
families across our region, and events in
Ukraine are a new concern for us all.
But the resolve and determination
of our team, along with investment in
our capabilities and infrastructure, will
ensure we can continue to be there for our
members in the ways and places they need
us to be.

45

NORTHUMBERLAND STRIDES AHEAD WITH
HUGE GAINS IN INWARD INVESTMENT
Over the last 12 months, the team at Advance Northumberland have played a key role in securing
major inward investments into Northumberland, working with, and on behalf of, Northumberland
County Council. These investments are helping to transform the county, providing opportunities
for local people and contributing to the UK’s drive to net-zero. The Advance Northumberland
team has been showcasing the investment opportunities on offer at a range of events; talking to
investors, business leaders and innovators about the development sites, assets and capabilities
Northumberland has to offer to growing companies. And, as we move into a new financial year,
the team looks back at an exciting 12 months.

An artist’s impression of Britishvolt’s new battery-making plant in Cambois, Northumberland

ENERGY CENTRAL POWERS FORWARD
2021/2022 was a hugely significant
period in the development of Energy
Central, a partnership between
Advance Northumberland, Port of Blyth,
Northumberland County Council and the
Offshore Renewable Energy (ORE) Catapult.
Energy Central is a deep water base
for businesses working across renewable
energy, offshore wind, subsea engineering,
decommissioning, battery manufacturing
and energy storage, and it is putting
Northumberland on the map as a fulcrum
for energy transition.
Having secured 95 hectares of prime
strategic employment land from
Northumberland County Council, and
with considerable support from Advance
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Northumberland, Britishvolt was able to
secure planning permission to build its
first 2.7 million sq ft battery gigaplant on
Northumberland Energy Park Phase 3.
At £2.6 billion, it’s one of the UK’s largest
ever industrial investments, and is set to
bring 3000 jobs to Cambois, with another
5000 in the local supply chain.
And, in January 2022, the Government
announced that a principle offer of funding
had been made through the Automotive
Transformation Fund, which has enabled a
partnership with Tritax and abrdn that will
deliver £1.7 billion in private funding for the
Britishvolt site.
Tritax and abrdn were announced as
Britishvolt’s partners to fund the build of
the project, shell and core, as well as to

develop the associated supplier park in
Northumberland.
DEVELOPMENTS SUPPORTING OFFSHORE
WIND HAVE CONTINUED
Last September, we welcomed plans from
JDR Cables – the global subsea cable and
umbilical supplier and servicer – to build
a £130 million manufacturing facility at
Northumberland Energy Park Phase 1.
It’s set to create 170 jobs and, when
complete, will be the only facility in the UK
capable of producing high–voltage subsea
cables for offshore wind farms from start
to finish.
This significant investment is built upon
the long-term vision and investment at
Northumberland Energy Park by Advance
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Northumberland, Northumberland County Council and the North
East Local Enterprise Partnership.
In addition, in September 2021, Port of Blyth was selected by
Seaway 7 as the location for the storage and mobilisation of interarray cabling for the Seagreen offshore wind farm.
A month later, The North Sea Link (NSL), a 450-mile subsea
electricity cable between Blyth and the Norwegian village of
Kvilldal, became operational.
It’s the world’s longest subsea electricity link and is a major new
source of renewable energy.
The NSL is a €1.6 billion joint investment by National Grid and
Statnett, and we’re proud that the NSL’s UK infrastructure is sited
on Northumberland Energy Park Phase 2.
Port of Blyth’s 17–hectare Bates Clean Energy Terminal has also
come to prominence.
It offers quayside development land, two berths, a roll on–roll off
(RoRo) pontoon, warehousing and workshop space, a marine fuels
facility and seven hectares of open storage and development land.
It’s also home to Port Training Services’ £1 million wind turbine
training facility, and is set to be a centre for a number of low–carbon
initiatives.
With a supplier park and an increase in the strategic
employment land being planned, there is much more to come
from Energy Central.
A GROWING HUB FOR ADVANCED MANUFACTURING
Northumberland has the infrastructure, transport links, supply
chain and workforce to support advanced manufacturing.
We’ve proved the county can attract major investment in this
area and that companies already located here don’t need to look
elsewhere to grow their businesses.
Take Contec Cleanroom (UK) Ltd, for example.
The company, which manufactures contamination control
products, was established at a 22,000 sq ft unit at Wansbeck
Business Park, in Ashington, in 2015, where it joined the likes of
Arian EMS, Polar Krush, Boyd Corporation, Sugarfayre and Raytec.
In September 2021, Contec UK demonstrated its confidence
in Northumberland by announcing it was to build a 60,000 sq ft
advanced manufacturing and office facility at Ashwood Business
Park, also in Ashington – which is now in the latter stages of
construction.
This 62-acre site – already home to AkzoNobel – is one of
the largest development sites in Northumberland, and offers
excellent connectivity, access to the region’s supply chain and the
opportunity to expand.
The business park is also a North East Local Enterprise
Partnership Enterprise Zone, and organisations locating there can
benefit from 100 per cent enhanced capital allowances.
Contec UK is part of a Northumberland manufacturing landscape
which includes Kilfrost, EGGER UK, Thermo Fisher Scientific, TT
Electronics, Merit, Renolit, Essity and Avery Dennison.
Looking ahead, with the Northumberland Local Plan now
formally adopted, sites such as Northumberland Energy Park,
Ashwood Business Park, West Hartford, Ramparts Business Park
and Wansbeck Business Park have the capacity to support further
economic growth and investment.

SUPPORTING BUSINESSES AND SUPERCHARGING INNOVATION
The Rural Design Centre Innovation Project – a collaboration
between Advance Northumberland, Innovation SuperNetwork and
Northumbria University – linked up with the National Innovation
Centre for Rural Enterprise (NICRE) in October 2021 to launch its
first annual conference.
The Rural Catalyst Conference, hosted at The Alnwick Garden,
brought together innovative businesses, entrepreneurs, researchers
and rural community groups, and was opened with an address by
HRH The Prince of Wales, Patron of the Prince’s Countryside Fund.
The event, which attracted 175 attendees, put a spotlight on the
issues that residents and businesses face in rural Northumberland,
and the partnership work taking place to tackle these.
The Alnwick Garden also played host to the finale of Digital
Disruption.
Shaped and delivered by Advance Northumberland’s Business
Northumberland business support programme, this week of hybrid
events last September focused on providing businesses with the
skills to develop their digital footprint, increase sales and get
noticed online.
REFLECTING ON AN EXCITING 12 MONTHS
From renewable energy infrastructure to rural business innovation,
advanced manufacturing growth to research and development
and digital skills training, Northumberland has not stood still… and
we’re looking forward to what the rest of 2022 has in store.

An artist’s impression of JDR Cables’ planned £130 million factory
on Northumberland Energy Park Phase 1

Advance Northumberland
www.advancenorthumberland.co.uk
@AdvanceNland
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AT THE WHEEL OF
CONCERTED CHANGE

Martijn Gilbert
martijn.gilbert@gonortheast.co.uk
www.gonortheast.co.uk
www.linkedIn.com/in/martijn-gilbert-24275422
@MartijnGNE
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In the latest instalment of CONTACT’s new 10 Questions feature, Martijn Gilbert, managing director of Go
North East, talks about his career to date. Martijn joined the firm – which is the region’s largest bus operator
– in 2018. As well as overseeing Go North East, he is also managing director at East Yorkshire Buses. A former
chief executive at council–owned Reading Buses, Martijn’s CV includes further time at Arriva, across its
bus and rail divisions. He has worked in public transport for more than 20 years, having begun as a
trainee scheduler with London Underground.

What did you want to be growing up?
A bus or train driver. I’m exceptionally fortunate to be working
in my dream profession!

What has been your career highlight to date?
Leading Reading Buses to be crowned UK Bus Operator of The Year, for the first time
in its more than 100–year history, in 2015. We’re working hard here at Go North East to
replicate that.

You are managing director at Go North East. What does your role entail and what
are your goals and objectives?
I look after the day–to–day leadership of the company, working with our executive
team to formulate strategy, keep our team on track for success and adapt to the huge
changes facing the transport sector post–pandemic, around the way people live, work
and therefore travel.
My role is also about harnessing the huge opportunities of efficient and sustainable
mass transit systems like buses to reduce road congestion and improve air quality.
Our goals and objectives are primarily focused on recovering passenger numbers
and revenue to get back to, and then exceed, pre-pandemic levels; we’re currently at
around 85 per cent.
We’re also heavily focused on the impact of the national labour shortage on driving
roles, and improving diversity and inclusion.

Go North East earlier this year began trialling an electric double-decker bus, as it
builds towards a target of becoming net-zero by 2045. As a travel operator, what
are the challenges around increasing sustainability, and how confident are you of
reaching your green goals?
We brought the region’s first electric buses into service at the end of 2020, to much
fanfare, with a complete overhaul of the offering, including digital ticketing and better
‘connected journey’ information under our new ‘Voltra’ brand name.
Another batch of these vehicles will arrive at the end of the summer. Heavy
commercial vehicles like buses need a far greater battery range than a private car.
At the moment, electric buses are around twice the cost of diesels, they also need
heavy infrastructure installed into depots and can only do around 150 to 200 miles a
day, whereas the busiest routes need around 300.
The technology is evolving all the time, but it will be an evolution, not a revolution.
In the meantime, it’s important to remember the latest generation Euro 6 diesel
buses still produce far fewer emissions than their predecessors, and shifting journeys to
buses, even diesel ones, has considerable environmental benefits.

MARTIJN GILBERT

What was your first break in business?
Running my own small business – a 14–vehicle bus and coach business I formed with
friends back in 2003, and later sold to a larger operator.
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Can you say a little more about your company’s wider mission?
We want to make the bus the go–to mode of travel where there is demand for mass transport
solutions.
We have to be realistic, though, and acknowledge we need car–sized solutions for car–sized
problems. However, for many millions of journeys, the bus provides an affordable, efficient and
sustainable way of travelling.
We want to power up these aspects further and speed buses up with more bus priority,
recognising they are the most efficient use of road space per passenger journey, and improve
fares and ticket integration with other modes, such as the Metro.
This has to be through a two-way partnership with local authorities and other transport
operators.
Bus operators alone are not in control of their own destiny on this, but we have a huge
commitment to playing our part and have already delivered a number of initiatives, such as
simplified fares, a go anywhere £2 evening fare and the region’s first tap–on, tap–off contactless
bank card ticketing with daily and weekly fare capping.
We’ve also introduced a new website and app, which includes Uber–style live tracking.

On a personal level, what has been your biggest challenge in business?
Undoubtedly the pandemic. Passenger numbers and revenue reduced massively, and people’s
journey patterns are different now.
We had to adapt to that and have been working to rebuild a sustainable business.
Colleagues wants and needs have also changed, as amplified by some of the recent
labour shortages, and we have to keep pace with changing trends in employment, colleague
engagement, diversity and inclusivity.

How do you motivate your team?
Empowerment, and making sure they have the right information to do their jobs properly,
especially in getting through the many changes we’ve had to embrace.
We’re a large company, and while I have a keen eye for detail, especially on customer service
delivery, we can’t do what we do without our team, so keeping them engaged is absolutely
critical. We also can’t be everywhere as an executive team, so making sure we have strong chains
of feedback is important too.

As a businessperson, who or what inspires you?
I’m inspired by delivering a service that I’m proud to use personally.
There are a huge number of aspects to delivering a public transport operation, from driving
and vehicle maintenance to scheduling, revenue management and customer services.
I’m also inspired by seeing the development of talent through our company.
We have a great team of many committed and hardworking people, who have had to adapt
to a lot of changes in recent years. I’m exceptionally proud of them.

How do you achieve a good work/life balance? Has the pandemic changed your ethos around this?
No two days are the same in the world of transport, and we are a 24/7 operation, so it does require a
high degree of flexibility.
During the depths of the pandemic, I was doing daily live video updates to colleagues.
The pandemic has changed many aspects of how we work and communicate, but I think it’s also
strengthened the need for a better work/life balance.
Taking a break from social media has been a particular change for me. The ability to message
instantly should not always dictate an instant reply, certainly on a personal level.
I think it’s also important to get into perspective how much change we have all been through,
and that everything doesn’t have to happen overnight.
We mustn’t lose sight of how many great things have been achieved recently.
Being kind, realistic and practical is more important than ever.
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MEET THE TEAM: ASHLEY CARNEY

PROVIDING A PLATFORM
FOR CELEBRATION
As the North East England Chamber of Commerce’s events manager, Ashley Carney plays an
integral role in planning and rolling out the organisation’s rich and varied calendar. Here, she
tells Steven Hugill more about her position and her delight at being able to help showcase
members’ achievements.

Ashley Carney
North East England Chamber of
Commerce events manager

Tell us a little about your career
I got an apprenticeship at Derwentside
College and went on to study business
management, which is where I found my
love for marketing and events.
I went down the Chartered Institute of
Marketing route, progressing to complete
my postgraduate degree in marketing.
My role at the college was marketing
executive, and I thoroughly enjoyed
organising the annual awards, from
sponsorship to speeches.
I moved on to the North East England
Chamber of Commerce, and I’m still here
16 years, and two children, later.
I love my job; it’s so diverse and no two
days are the same, as we have such a
variety of events.
What does your working week entail?
This week, for example, I’m working on
the Chamber Business Awards event, and
I’m confirming the venue for our Inspiring
Females Awards.
I have been liaising with Peter
Mandelson’s office and I’m ready to launch
June’s President’s Lunch, working closely
with our marketing department.
I’m attending the Chamber Showcase@
North East Expo with the team, where we
have a dedicated space for our members
to exhibit, as well as networking events
and seminars.
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I am preparing the agenda for a larger
business summit event at Teesside
International Airport with Louise Kingham,
BP senior vice president, Europe and head
of country UK.
I’m also looking at the content for a
Networking Academy, providing members
with training as we come out of this post–
lockdown world and back to face–to–face
events.
You mention the Chamber’s Inspiring
Females Awards. Can you tell us a little
more about that event, and some of the
many others you oversee?
I’ve been responsible for the Inspiring
Females programme of events for many
years.
The events are so popular, with the
recent International Women’s Day event
attracting more than 150 attendees.
Other events include Coffee and
Connections, the Inspiring Females
Conference, and we had our first awards
event in November last year, which proved
a massive success.
I am also a member of the Women’s
Leadership Forum, which complements
the work of Inspiring Females at a
campaigning level.
In the summer, we will launch our
Inspiring Females Awards, which will be
held in November.

MEET THE TEAM: ASHLEY CARNEY

How many events does the Chamber
host each year?
We are on track for 300 this year.
We have several networking events
across the region each month, from mix
and mingle local networking to more
structured events, like Stand up and
be Counted and the popular Chamber
Exchange.
We have knowledge events with a wide
range of topics, four Chamber Showcase
expo events, and an Inspiring Females and
global programme.
Specifically, for our medium and larger
business members, we have the Chamber
Business Summits and, for our partner and
large members, we have partner events,
President’s Lunches and round tables.
I’m very much a people person, I love
that we are back to face–to–face events
and that our member venues are back to
something near normal.
However, we have kept a hybrid events
programme, with some continuing online
for our members.
Are there any events in unique venues you
are looking forward to?
I’m very much looking forward to the
Chamber Business Awards on the
concourse at Sage Gateshead on July 14.
We have never held an event on the
concourse before, so it will be very unique.

We have received some fantastic
applications from our members, and
planning is going well.
My favourite day is letting people know
they have been shortlisted.
The winners of our awards go through
to the national stage, to compete in the
British Chamber of Commerce Awards.
A highlight in the events diary is the
Chamber Dinner, which will this year take
place at Durham Cathedral on September
22.
The cathedral is definitely a unique
venue – it’s marvellous to see the pews
being removed and tables set for dinner in
the nave.

Have you had any unusual jobs, or worked
in any unusual locations, during your
career?
When I was 18, I worked in the main
tourism office in Venice.
My friend Nicola and I were good at
languages – we read the many, many
letters with requests for information and
posted the relevant brochures out.
We could understand the Italian, French,
German and of course English, but Chinese
was a challenge. And all of this was before
the days of Google!
Working in Italy was a great experience,
which I will never forget, and we both
returned recently, on our 40th birthday.
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EVENTS: PARTNER AND CORPORATE LUNCH

SHADOW HEALTH
SECRETARY SETS OUT
PLANS TO TACKLE INEQUALITY
Senior North East business figures heard shadow secretary for health and social
care Wes Streeting set out his party’s plans if Labour wins the next election.

Speaking at the North East England
Chamber of Commerce lunch at Wynyard
Hall in late February, he addressed the
need for more support to tackle COVID–19
challenges, which the Chamber has also
raised with Government.
He said: “The past two years have
demonstrated that health and the
economy go hand–in–hand.
“An unhealthy country has dire
consequences for the health of our
economy.
“And a prosperous economy can lead to
healthier lives for all of us.”
Labour’s proposals for ‘learning to
live well with COVID–19’ include several
suggestions, such as raising sick pay
and making all workers eligible, better
ventilation in schools and a jabs army of
volunteers to ease pressure on the NHS.
Wes also highlighted his party’s
economic motivations.
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He said: “We have ambitious plans to
buy, make and sell more here in Britain.
“This would be achieved by giving more
public contracts to British companies
and by working with colleges and
universities to hone skills and deliver the
apprenticeships we need going forward.
“We also need to bring the jobs of
the future to Britain, starting by helping
finance three new battery development
plants, like the Nissan factory coming to
Sunderland.
“Now that Brexit is done, we need to
make Brexit work.”
His speech also touched on business
issues that have been at the heart of
Chamber campaigning over recent years,
such as the urgent need to reform the
rates system. He added: “The business rates
system isn’t fit for purpose; it punishes
investment and entrepreneurship, and it’s
decimating our high streets.

“Some of the highest vacancy rates are
here in the North East.
“Almost 50 shops a day closed last year,
while online giants pay lower taxes – if they
pay tax at all.
“Labour would tax those tech
companies with an increased digital
services tax and use the revenues to cut
business rates next year.”
Lesley Moody OBE, Chamber president
(AES Digital Solutions), said: “Our members
really appreciated Wes taking the time to
come and talk to them.
“Health has been at the forefront of all
our lives in an unprecedented way over
the last two years, so it was a tremendous
opportunity to hear about his ideas to
tackle the substantial inequalities that
impact our region so much.
“It is so important for our members to
hear from all political sides and see key
issues properly debated.”

EVENTS: INTERNATIONAL WOMEN’S DAY INSPIRING FEMALES SEMINAR

INTERNATIONAL WOMEN’S DAY
INSPIRING FEMALES SEMINAR
MARCH 8, GRAND HOTEL GOSFORTH PARK, SPONSORED BY EMG SOLICITORS
More than 150 entrepreneurs heard inspirational examples of female success at the North East England Chamber of Commerce’s
celebration of International Women’s Day. Event sponsor and keynote speaker was Emma Gaudern, managing director and founder of
Durham-based EMG Solicitors, which has grown to employ 80 people. Her £5.5 million business is based on a flexible culture, which
empowers her employees and, as a result, means she has a high proportion of senior female figures with families. Also speaking at the event
was Liz Mayes, chair of the Chamber Women’s Leadership Forum and chief executive at The Common Room, and Sharon Davis, who leads
Richmond-based Kasa Communications.
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EVENTS: CHAMBER SHOWCASE@TEESSIDE EXPO

CHAMBER SHOWCASE
@TEESSIDE EXPO
MARCH 24, GRAND MARQUEE, WYNYARD HALL
Members grew their network and business connections at the Chamber Showcase@Teesside Expo. The Chamber once again joined forces
with member Fresh Start Events to promote the occasion, which was staged in the Grand Marquee at Wynyard Hall. Members exhibited,
and the event featured a Chamber networking event and seminars.
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Business Support
& Funding
If your business is based in County Durham, we are the
first point of contact for information and support to help
your business thrive and grow.
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EVENTS: COFFEE AND CONNECTIONS

COFFEE AND
CONNECTIONS
MARCH 31, BEAMISH
The Chamber held its popular Coffee and Connections event at Beamish, the Living
Museum of the North. Members were transported by tram to the 1950s Welfare Hall,
where they were given updates on the museum’s developments. Then came a tour of the
museum’s new 1950s town, which includes a replica of famous artist Norman Cornish’s
home, a fish and chip shop, John’s Café and a hairdressers, where many members were
treated to styles of the time.
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MEET YOUR MEMBERSHIP TEAM
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!

Rachel Thompson

Clare McCabe

Medium & global relationship manager

Relationship manager - small business

07833480474

- North Tyneside & Northumberland

rachel.thompson@neechamber.co.uk

01913746487

www.linkedin.com/in/rachel-thompson

07850740646

@NEEChamberRachT

clare.mccabe@neechamber.co.uk
www.linkedin.com/in/neechamber-clare
@NEEChamberClare

Jennifer Rycroft

Michelle Ord

Membership director

Senior relationship manager -

01913746461

larger business

Julie Charlton

07867541467

01913120067 / 07392317728

Relationship manager -

jennifer.rycroft@neechamber.co.uk

michelle.ord@neechamber.co.uk

small business - South Tyneside,

www.linkedin.com/in/jennifer-rycroft

www.linkedin.com/in/michelle-ord

Sunderland and East Coast

@NEEChamberJen

@NEEChamberMiche

01913120077 / 07980259991
julie.charlton@neechamber.co.uk
www.linkedin.com/in/juliecharlton
@neechamberjac1

Amber Burney

Tom Warnock

Partner engagement and

Senior relationship manager -

sponsorship manager

larger business

07584 773893

01642329504 / 07714845617

Abigail Turner

www.linkedin.com/in/amber-burney-

tom.warnock@neechamber.co.uk

Relationship manager - small business -

0a9777178/

www.linkedin.com/in/tom-warnock

Gateshead, Durham and

@neechamberamber

@NEEChamberTom

North Darlington
01913120075
07912478961
abigail.turner@neechamber.co.uk
www.linkedin.com/in/abigail-

Julie Digman

Richard Addison

turner-863697126

Medium & global relationship manager

Membership executive -

@NEEChamberAbi

01913746441

larger business & global

07912478964

01913120060

julie.digman@neechamber.co.uk

richard.addison@neechamber.co.uk

www.linkedin.com/in/julie-digman

www.linkedin.com/in/richard-addison

@NEEChamberJules

@NEEChamberRich

Sarah Solly
Membership manager
sarah.solly@neechamber.co.uk
07912478966
www.linkedin.com/in/sarahsolly

Michael Dickinson

Lynsey Fairless

Senior relationship manager

Relationship manager - small business -

01913746478

Newcastle

07850740645

01913120064

michael.dickinson@neechamber.co.uk

07834444627

www.linkedin.com/in/michael-dickinson

lynsey.fairless@neechamber.co.uk

@NEEChamberMike

www.linkedin.com/in/lynsey-fairless
@NEEChamberLyns
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