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Interview of the quarter: 
Nifco UK talks about the 
challenges of the past two 
years and plans for the future

NEAA skills working group 
to re-energize with new 
industry lead

CEO reflects on seven years 
at the North East automotive 
cluster

A well-known and vocal advocate for the North East automotive 
industry, Colin has been appointed to help steer the NEAA Trade Group.

COLIN SIMPSON IS NEW CHAIR OF THE 
NEAA’S SPECIALIST TRADE GROUP



While every care has been taken to ensure 
that all material is accurate at the time of 
going to press, the NEAA cannot accept 
responsibility for errors or omissions and no 
liability is accepted for omission or failure from 
any cause.

All advertisements are accepted only on 
the grounds that they comply with the terms 
of the Trade Descriptions Act 1968 and all 
other relevant legislation. The inclusion of an 
advertisement cannot be constructed as an 
endorsement by the NEAA, their employees 
or agents.

No material in this publication may be 
reproduced in any form without prior written 
consent from the NEAA. 

The NEAA SME project is receiving up to 
£669,000 of funding from the England 
European Regional Development Fund 
(ERDF) as part of the European Structural and 
Investment Funds Growth Programme 2014-
2020. The Department for Communities and 
Local Government is the Managing Authority 
for ERDF.

Established by the European Union, ERDF funds 
help local areas stimulate their economic 
development by investing in projects which 
will support innovation, businesses, create jobs 
and local community regenerations. For more 
information visit: 
www.gov.uk/european-growth-funding
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Where has the first six months of the year gone?!

Membership of the cluster remains strong with 
288 member companies and remains the 
largest automotive cluster in the UK. 

However, 2022 continues to be challenging 
for the global automotive sector. Just as 
we see some certainty regarding semi-
conductor supply and stability of production, 
Covid takes hold again in China sparking 
another lockdown. In addition, the ongoing 
Ukraine crisis adds further supply chain challenges and uncertainty, whilst the ever-
increasing energy costs add further burden to businesses as we try to move towards 
a net zero future.

In March I celebrated seven years at the helm of the NEAA and its fair to say that 
the North East Automotive sector is resilient. We are the leading location for vehicle 
electrification, with a heritage dating back to the 1920’s. This is reflected in the 
unprecedented levels of investment announced since December 2020, with over 
£3.85bn of vehicle electrification investment heading to the region – with new 
announcements from Saietta and other expected in the future.

The NEAA continues to provide an unparalleled collaborative network where 
companies find benefit from leadership and co-ordination of activities of mutual 
benefit. You can read some of the activities and successes overleaf on page 3.

It’s crazy to think we’ve been around for seven years – the time has flown, and the 
experiences have been vast. Our automotive cluster has seen a hype of activity 
and success, and I want to thank members, the Board and the fantastic NEAA team 
for their support. I am looking forward to the future, working with the NEAA Board, 
the team, our members, stakeholders, and partners to realise our vision. Given the 
true impact of a cluster is only felt over the medium to long term it’s going to be an 
exciting journey!

Paul Butler / CEO / NEAA

CEO CORNER
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CEO CORNER

It is seven years since I left NEPIC to launch 
the NEAA – and what a journey it has been!

Launched in the March 2015, the NEAA is now the largest 
automotive cluster in the UK and is widely recognised as an 
exemplar cluster. Through the NEAA companies find benefit from 
leadership and co-ordination of activities, which have mutual 
benefit. The network provides a unparalleled collaborative 
network which is supportive of existing companies and is a more 
compelling and attractive environment for investors.

Key to the success of the NEAA has been the powerful combination 
of a first-class team of people who bring together their selected 
expertise and an industry Advisory Board consisting of plant manager 
level senior executives with unmatched automotive experience.

In 2019, we set out our Vision for the NEAA to be the catalyst 
through which the North East becomes the location of 
choice for automotive investment in Europe, and that the 
region will be recognised as a true automotive powerhouse 
which encompasses a very dynamic, forward looking, and 
competitive supply chain that incorporates strengths in research, 
development and innovation in new automotive technologies 
and manufacturing processes.

There have been many highlights thus, here are a select few:
• Working Group activities which have developed a significant 
 level of collaboration and trust across the sector, which has 
 delivered significant benefits to member companies and 
 regional competitiveness.
• In March 2016 we were awarded the Bronze Label in a record time. 
 The evaluation indicated that the NEAA would meet the quality 
 indicators for “Cluster Management Excellence Label GOLD label”
• The NEAA is now an established participant on 13 regional and 
 national industry boards, demonstrating effective engagement 
 with the innovation system and has been able to shape policy 

 direction in support of the North East automotive sector at 
 regional, national and international level.
• To date, the NEAA has been involved in the delivery of over 
 £17m of publicly funded projects, including current projects such 
 as: £4.9m 5G Create funded project, 5G Connected & 
 Automated Logistics (CAL); £8.7m ERDF funded Supply Chain 
 North East; £1.2m ERDF funded Next Generation Advanced 
 Manufacturing Accelerator (NGAMA).
• Established several key cluster events including the flagship 
 North East Automotive Expo, which in five years has attracted 
 over 2,300 delegates, supported more than 550 1-2-1 meet 
 the buyer meetings and attracted delegations from across the 
 UK and overseas; and the NEAA Annual Awards, which 
 recognises automotive excellence in the region and has 
 awarded over £32,000 in support of the region’s future talent.
• Delivery of the NEAA Covid Response Group – which brought 
 together global best practice from OEM’s, Tier 1’s and SMEs to 
 share information and strategies regarding how companies were 
 tackling the pandemic, planning for restart to ensure the health 
 and safety of employees, and working with Government departments 
 to gather critical information and feedback on policy decisions.

It’s fair to say the last few years have been tough for the sector 
with impacts of Covid-19 and the global semiconductor 
shortage. We continue to face these headwinds and more with 
increasing energy costs, decarbonisation and skills challenges 
adding to the mix. The conflict in the Ukraine will undoubtedly 
exacerbate these issues.

However, what I’ve learned in the seven years here at the 
NEAA is that the North East automotive sector is resilient. It 
remains a beacon of productivity with exceptional workforce 
productivity and high levels of automation, and we are the 
leading location for vehicle electrification, which is reflected 
in the unprecedented levels of investment announced since 
December 2020. The first seven years have been a whirlwind of 
activity, and I look forward to the next seven years!

CEO REFLECTS ON SEVEN YEARS AT THE 
NORTH EAST AUTOMOTIVE CLUSTER
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The revolutionary 5G 
Connected and Automated 
Logistics (CAL) project has 
now moved to autonomous 
drive testing of the UK’s first 
automated 40 tonne truck, 
powered by 5G, at Vantec 
in Sunderland.

Following the announcement of the 
onboarding of Terberg as a partner earlier 
this year, and the arrival of the updated 
autonomous and electric tractor unit in the 
North East in March, the 5G CAL proof of 
concept trial is now in sight as the project 
team continue their mission to be the first in 
the UK to deliver Zero Emission Automated 
Logistics. 

Terberg’s HGV is on-site at Vantec in 
Sunderland and has now been equipped 
with autonomous and teleoperation 
technology, and the project team is 
geared up to deliver the UK first zero-
emissions automated logistics test, which 
started on Nissan’s test track in mid-March. 

The vehicle’s teleoperations system, installed 
in March, uses next generation technology 
connected to a private 5G network. The 

TRIALS OF THE UK’S FIRST ZERO 
EMISSION AUTOMATED LOGISTICS 
HGV TAKE PLACE IN THE NORTH EAST

state-of-the-art system allows remote 
teleoperations to inform a team member 
(driver) to switch from autonomous operation 
to remote driver controls to overcome any 
unexpected conditions such as an obstacle 
or unexpected object on the road.

Safety is paramount and the 5G CAL team 
has embraced IoT opportunities with project 
partner StreetDrone, who has added a series 
of drive by wire components and live sensors 
as well as cameras (standard and LiDAR) on 
the vehicle’s roof. When combined with the 
additional LiDAR’s and camera’s installed 
along the route it provides the truck with an 
extended field of view, augmenting its ability 
to react appropriately to changes in the 
external environment. 

Testing will continue throughout June and 
will consist of self-driving testing on the test 
track at Nissan, as well as testing of the 
teleoperations system, before progressing to 
live route testing from mid-April. This crucial 
testing phase is ultimately building up to 
proof-of-concept trials in late May, which will 
also continue for a number of weeks. 

The 5G CAL pilot is a proof of concept 
to prove that an autonomous truck can 
be automated to drive between Vantec 
and Nissan. This pivotal project is a natural 

evolution of the automated logistics 
journey that Nissan embarked upon 15 
years ago to revolutionise the auto guided 
vehicles market (AGVs). Driven by an 
ambition to automate deliveries between 
suppliers and facilities, this proof of concept 
encompasses all the essential elements to 
boost the connected autonomous mobility 
sector, in an inherently safe environment 
(on the test track). This will give rise to the first 
commercial opportunities and a carefully 
managed rollout on to public roads. 

Julia Lopez, Digital Infrastructure Minister, 
said: “The 5G technology being trialled in 
Sunderland could be crucial to boosting the 
UK’s productivity and reducing emissions, 
so I’m thrilled the government has been 
instrumental in making this project a reality.”
 
Paul Butler, CEO of the NEAA, said: “The 
North East automotive sector is a beacon 
of productivity, we continually strive 
for manufacturing excellence and this 
project is yet another example of how 
the North East leads the way. Industrial 
digitalisation provides the next step change 
in manufacturing productivity, we must 
continue to embrace technology with 
forward thinking digital infrastructure 
planning from partners such as Sunderland 
City Council.”

NEAA NEWS
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NEAA EXPO SET TO BE ANOTHER GREAT 
SHOW FOR THE AUTOMOTIVE SECTOR

The North East Automotive Expo, an 
industry highlight for companies operating 
within the region’s automotive supply 
chain, will take place for a seventh year 
on Thursday 29 September at the Beacon 
of Light in Sunderland.

The one-day exhibition, free-of-charge to NEAA members and 
manufacturing delegates, and supported by a high calibre of 
sponsors, is the only event of its type solely focused on the North 
East automotive sector.

The NEAA is set to further build upon the success of it its 2021 event, 
which attracted over 670 delegates, 124 exhibitors, 14 sponsors and 
helped instigate over 110 meet-the-buyer appointments with ten 
of the region’s largest automotive companies, including Nissan, 
Komatsu and their tier one suppliers, all of which helped to facilitate 
vital business connections for the automotive supply chain.

Delegates of the 2022 Expo can look forward to valuable 
industry insights from keynote speakers, whilst having the 
opportunity to network with fellow delegates and exhibitors 
and gaining knowledge around key themes of electrification, 
automation, digitisation and skills and sector attractiveness.

Sunderland City Council are confirmed as main sponsor for a 
seventh year and Invest South Tyneside, Advance Northumberland, 
ThinkPrime, CMYK, Horizon Works, Masfix, Ekobox and Reliance 
High-Tech continue to show their support with repeat sponsorship. 
New sponsor, Nokia has come onboard as partner sponsor, 

whilst Manosun will sponsor the Technology Showcase and Smart 
Manufacturing Solutions and SMS Technology Ltd will jointly sponsor 
the ‘new for 2022’ Drinks and Networking Reception.

Richard Ward, Sales Director at Masfix said: “The Expo 2021 was 
a highly anticipated event after Covid. It was great to be back 
networking face to face, having the pleasure to support this North 
East event as a lunch sponsor it gave us great exposure throughout 
the exhibition. We are looking forward to the Expo in 2022 to do it all 
again and build on our partnership within the automotive sector.”

Exhibition stands are already over 60% sold, so companies wanting to 
use the Expo as a platform to showcase products and services to the 
sector are urged to act fast to secure one of the remaining spaces. 

The NEAA will also host an SME Zone which offers vital support to SMEs 
looking to expand their presence in the automotive sector. The ERDF 
funded programme will provide fully funded exhibition space to 
eligible companies in the North East Local Enterprise Partnership area. 
Companies wanting to expand their presence in the automotive 
sector should contact a member of the NEAA Team to discuss further.

Paul Butler, chief executive, NEAA, said: “The Expo is an industry 
highlight, with many attendees coming away with new contacts 
and business leads, as was the case for software development 
company, Fuzzy Logic Studio, which, following its success at 
the 2021 Expo, is now a member of the North East Automotive 
Alliance. Having received £4.1 billion of investment across the 
region in the last decade in to electric vehicle and battery 
production, it is evident that the heartbeat of UK electrification is 
right here, in the North East of England.” 
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NEAA IS INSTRUMENTAL IN SECURING 
NEW INVESTMENT IN THE REGION
The NEAA is championing 
the region’s drive to world 
class status for electrification, 
and in doing so, has 
played a pivotal role in the 
relocation of Saietta Group 
to Houghton-le-Spring.

The move to the former ZF site, will 
see Saietta relocate its major e-motor 
production from China. The company’s 
expansion, to include the 86,000 sq ft site, 
is part of its target to increase capacity 
to manufacture around 100,000 electric 
propulsion motors per year.

When the NEAA became aware Saietta 
was planning to set up a manufacturing 
facility in the UK, it introduced the 
company to the ZF factory in Houghton 
le Spring, knowing it would be an ideal 
location and that it was becoming 
available following ZF’s withdrawal. The 
NEAA acted with speed to ensure Saietta 
could benefit from ZF’s existing set-up and 
infrastructure. 
 
Ryan Maughan, chair of EV North, which 
is part of the NEAA, helped the company 
better understand the region’s existing 
supply chain and skill base, information 

the Saietta team used to support and 
inform their decision.
 
Ryan said: “It is fantastic to see a 
dynamic EV technology business like 
Saietta moving to the North East. This 
is a great result that ensures the facility 
and highly skilled team at the Houghton-
le-Spring facility remain focused on 
the development and manufacture of 
advanced electric motors and motor 
drive systems. 

“Saietta has great potential based on its 
advanced axial flux motor technology 
which is demonstrated in its ambitious 
scale-up plans. This reinforces the region’s 
position as a leader in electrification, 
building on the strong skill base 
and existing supply chains in power 
electronics, machines, drives and battery 
technology.

“It’s fair to say Saietta wouldn’t be coming 
to the region without our intervention. 
It’s been a win-win, as it’s saved NEAA 
member, ZF, time and cost and has put 
the building to immediate use.”

Saietta Group plc is multi-national business 
which designs, engineers and manufactures 
complete powertrains for electric vehicles 

on land from scooters to buses and on sea.
Saietta has engineered breakthrough 
electric motor technology including 
proprietary AFT (Axial Flux Technology) 
and RFT (Radial Flux Technology) which 
is mated to in-house controllers and 
transmissions. The design is unique and 
modular, delivering both high and low 
voltage electric drive solutions. 

Saietta’s difference lies in its ability to 
conceive powertrain solutions tailored to 
deliver competitive advantage and its 
turnkey engineering services designed to 
fast-track electric vehicle manufacturers 
from concept to start of production.

Wicher (Vic) Kist, chief executive of Saietta, 
said: “We are very excited to be joining the 
world leading electric vehicle community 
in the North East. We would like to thank 
EV North’s chairman, Ryan Maughan, who 
alerted us to the opportunity at the ZF 
Factory in Sunderland, as there is virtually 
zero chance that we would have heard 
about it otherwise from our Oxfordshire 
Headquarters. 

“The combination of this outstanding facility, 
quality of the local skill pool and existing 
supply chains in the region will undoubtedly 
help accelerate Saietta’s growth plans.”
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NEAA MEMBERS ASPIRE AND MUCKLE 
SECURE GROWTH INVESTMENT IN 
£85M TRANSACTION

Aspire Technology Solutions have secured 
a significant minority investment from LDC. 
Legal advice was provided by Muckle LLP.

Background
Aspire Technology Solutions is one of the fastest growing IT managed 
service and cyber security providers in the UK. With a large network 
of UK customers, they deliver leading technology solutions across 
cloud, connectivity, telephony, technical support, cyber security and 
professional services to help customers drive real business benefits.

Muckle is the North East’s leading independent law firm for 
businesses, with specialist expertise in banking, commercial, 
corporate, property, agriculture, construction, employment, 
dispute resolution; and legal-specific sector expertise in registered 
providers, charities, energy, sports and education law.

Muckle has partnered with Aspire since 2011. Aspire provide 
Muckle with IT solutions including ultrafast connectivity and data 
centre collocation services.

Approach and Solution
In March 2022, Aspire secured a significant minority investment 
from mid-market private equity firm LDC, in a transaction which 
values the business at £85m.

Aspire turned to Muckle to provide legal advice during the transaction. 
Experts from Muckle’s specialist Corporate and Banking teams 
supported Aspire and helped to drive the transaction over the line.
LDC’s investment will support the Aspire management team, led 
by CEO Chris Fraser, to pursue organic growth and acquisition 

opportunities. Aspire will also broaden their suite of IT services and 
expand further into markets across the UK.

Outcome and Advantage
• The transaction marks a new chapter for Aspire which will 
 support growth across the UK.
• The investment is fantastic news for the North East, Aspire are 
 already delivering plans to create more than 150 North East jobs.
• Aspire will broaden their suite of IT services and support and 
 expand further into UK markets. They are already in the process 
 of launching their own Security Operations Centre, which will 
 be equipped with next generation cyber security intelligence, 
 proactive monitoring, and advanced threat detection.

Testimonials 
“The investment marks a new chapter for Aspire which will enable 
us to move to the next level. We have worked with the Muckle 
team for a number of years now and we trusted them to help us to 
get the deal done. The team led by Philip and assisted by Stuart, 
Hayden and Louise were responsive, commercial and really helped 
to drive the transaction over the line. It’s such an exciting time.”
Chris Fraser / CEO / Aspire Technology Solutions

“As a leading law firm for businesses, it has been great to 
work with Aspire over the years and to see it go from strength 
to strength. This is a fantastic deal for the North East, with 
a successful regionally-based business securing significant 
investment from a national fund with a local presence. On behalf 
of everyone at Muckle we wish Chris and the Aspire team, as well 
as the team at LDC, every success with this investment and we 
are looking forward to watching Aspire’s continued growth.”
Philip Clare / Corporate Partner / Muckle LLP
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INNOVATION & TECHNOLOGY

COMPANIES COME TOGETHER TO 
DRIVE INDUSTRIAL DIGITISATION
Members of the NEAA 
Digitalisation Group have 
undergone the industry-leading 
Digital Maturity Assessment 
(DMA) from Hitachi Vantara 
to determine their digital 
transformation path towards 
a factory of the future.

Co-Founder and past Vice President of the 
NEAA, Mike Matthews MBE, has also been 
appointed as the new Chair of the NEAA 
Digitalisation working group, which has been 
established to collaboratively work together 
to achieve the highest possible standards of 
digitisation and business sustainability in the 
North East automotive sector.

To develop a baseline, members of the 
NEAA Digitalisation Group - Adient, Kasai, 
Marelli, NBT Group, Nissan and Unipres - took 
part in the assessment, which comprised 
of a comprehensive review of 29 digital 
dimensions. Each company received an 
individual report outlining their current readiness 
to adopt digital technologies, followed by a 
1-2-1 session with Hitachi to further help them 
understand their next steps and key priorities.

The benchmark reports will also be used 
by the NEAA to identify best practice and 

knowledge sharing, identify themes for 
workshops to address gaps in knowledge, 
prioritise shared efficiency improvement 
opportunities, and identify common use-
cases to support and evidence funding 
bids. From the findings, four common 
areas of opportunity were identified:
1. Logistics & Material handling
2. Predictive maintenance
3. Energy
4. Performance & Planning

Given the increasing energy prices, the 
group agreed energy was the immediate 
priority. Marelli agreed to test the follow-on 
Hitachi Manufacturing Insights methodology, 
to understand current and future data 
sources, sensor requirements and an 
assessment of company IT infrastructure to 
ensure it will meet the future demands of a 
more connected factory. As a result, Marelli 
identified a number of key opportunities.

Trevor Metcalfe from Marelli stated: “The 
ability to fully understand energy usage at 
the asset level has the potential to generate 
clear focus areas related to energy usage 
reduction. The digitisation of our data 
capture combined with connectivity through 
our process stakeholders, will enhance our 
waste identification and contribute to our 
continuous improvement ethos.”

Paul Butler, NEAA’s CEO commented: “The 
North East automotive sector has one of the 
most effective workforces, where pre-covid 
we were producing more than double 
the European average of finished vehicles 
per employee and we are also highly 
automated. These factors, combined with 
our focus on continuous improvement and 
operational excellence, puts us in a prime 
position to benefit from digital technologies.

“This activity is part of a wider NEAA goal 
to support member companies in the area 
of industrial digitisation. The NEAA has 
been actively engaged with the national 
Made Smarter initiative and in partnership 
with Sunderland City Council we will 
deliver the Next Generation Advanced 
Manufacturing Accelerator (N-GAMA) 
programme, a European Regional 
Development Funded (ERDF) project, 
to support advanced manufacturing 
businesses within the NELEP area in their 
adoption of digital technologies.

“Through the NEAA Digitalisation Group, 
our aim is to drive longer term ambitions of 
a factory of the future - where plants are 
connected, data rich factories with fully 
integrated, transparent supply chains, highly 
automated, smart machinery which can 
self-diagnose and quickly adapt to change.”
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TRADE & INVESTMENT

Colin Simpson, business 
development director at 
Tomlinson Hall, is the new 
chair of the specialist NEAA 
Trade Group, which held its 
first meeting of 2022 in April. 

An active member of the NEAA since its 
inception, Colin has also supported the Trade 
Group since its launch in 2019. Colin takes the 
reins from Chris Black, director of automotive 
business development at TR Fastenings, who 
stood down at the end of 2021.

A well-known and vocal advocate for the 
North East automotive industry, having held 
the position as Northern Powerhouse Export 
Champion for five years, Colin has been 
appointed to help steer the Trade Group, 
which is a key part of the NEAA’s 2019, 
five-year strategy to better understand and 
support the trade activity of its members. 

His role will focus on how best the Trade 
Group can assist members as they 
navigate the on-going challenges the 
sector continues to face as a result of 
Covid-19 and Brexit, both of which have 
resulted in major supply chain weakness.

Furthermore, the current Russia Ukraine conflict 

COLIN SIMPSON IS NEW CHAIR OF THE 
NEAA’S SPECIALIST TRADE GROUP

is putting additional strain on the sector as 
manufacturers face soaring costs and more 
supply chain shortages. The Trade Group will 
give advice and guidance on how to work 
through these challenges together.

In a further sign the Trade Group is focused 
on its future objectives and direction, 
members have participated in a survey to 
gather refreshed intelligence on their export 
strategies in 2022 and beyond, in addition 
to exploring the most valued benefits of the 
Trade Group. The results were discussed at 
the first meeting of 2022 held at AV Dawson’s 
site in Middlesbrough, which was led by 
NEAA’s Joe Routledge who will step into the 
role of NEAA Lead. The session also marked 
Colin’s first meeting as Trade Group Chair.

Colin said: “Tomlinson Hall is a great 
example in the region of a company 
that is excelling at export and, as such, I 
hope to bring some of my own personality 
into the position and co-opt some of my 
network into assisting conversations and 
developing the Trade Group’s topics 
during my tenure. 

“Having been a member of the Trade 
Group since its beginnings, I know, first-hand, 
it is an ideal platform to share experiences 
and transfer knowledge for the betterment 

of all. Doing so, provides illuminating insight 
into best practices other companies are 
successfully implementing, allowing fellow 
members to evolve their export offering to 
the highest possible level. 

“It is more important than ever that 
businesses work together, transferring 
knowledge to support inward investment 
in the UK and to transform the way we 
export to suit the needs of the changing 
environment. Together, we are stronger, 
and Tomlinson Hall is happy to offer any 
exporting advice to members.” 

Paul Butler, CEO at the NEAA, said: “With 
a strong export division at Tomlinson Hall, 
Colin takes great pride in sharing success 
stories and offering practical advice, 
based on real experience, to help other 
companies in the North East to see the 
value in exporting and the best routes to 
do so. As chair of the Trade Group, Colin 
has a wealth of knowledge to share and 
his experience as an SME in the North East 
which now successfully exports, offers 
additional learning.” 

For more information on the NEAA Trade 
Group, please contact NEAA Trade 
Group Lead, Joe Routledge on 
jroutledge@northeastautomotivealliance.com
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INTERVIEW OF THE QUARTER

MD OF GLOBAL COMPONENT 
MANUFACTURER, NIFCO UK, TALKS 
ABOUT THE CHALLENGES OF THE PAST 
TWO YEARS AND PLANS FOR THE FUTURE

NETWORK

Nearly three years into his role as Managing Director at 
Eaglescliffe-based plastics manufacturer - during which 
time the automotive sector has been thrown a series of 
challenges - Jim Casey tells us how Nifco has worked 
through the industry setbacks to safeguard its future, 
why he’s proud to work in the North East of England 
and what the company is doing to support sector 
attractiveness and the transition towards electrification.  

Can you tell us more about Nifco and the products you manufacture 
for the automotive sector?
Nifco UK is part of worldwide plastics manufacturer Nifco Inc 
which is headquartered in Tokyo, Japan. Nifco Inc became 
established in 1967 following a “small insight” from our founder. His 
insight was the recognition on how resin could transform multiple 
types of fasteners on vehicles offering more practical, non-rusting, 
ease of use and lightweight solutions. Nifco’s name is steeped in 
its origin as it is an acronym of its original name, Nippon Industrial 
Fasteners Corporation.

What started in Japan in 1967 as a fastener company has grown 
into a global corporation with over 40 sites operating in 16 
countries and over 11,000 employees, designing, developing and 
manufacturing a diverse product portfolio. 

We design, develop and manufacture components of the highest 
quality for the global automotive industry, delivering excellence 

in automotive plastics. You can find our products across eight 
core commodity groups which cover the interior, exterior and 
powertrain of many vehicles worldwide. Nifco’s vast range of exterior 
components include anything from corner covers to wheel arch liners 
– items of large or small scale, using the highest grade of material.

In most cars produced in the UK, you would find an interior part 
made at Nifco in Stockton on Tees. From the seatbelt cover 
which governs the rider’s safety, to the speaker grill which 
supports some of the best sound systems in the world, we are also 
an expert in the automotive plastic interior commodity area. 

Nifco UK houses one of four Global R&D centres specialising 
in Powertrain development. We provide our customers with 
development support to create the best Powertrain solutions.

Today, Nifco’s style remains unchanged from its founding years 
in its use of “in sights” and technology in our never-ending pursuit 
to solve problems that are surrounding us every day to eventually 
lead to improvements in people’s lives, industry and society. 

Having spent 35 years in the automotive sector, and moving from 
American-owned synchro supplier, Lear Corporation, to a Japanese 
non-synchro supplier, how have you found this adjustment, and 
what have you brought to the role?
(Jim smiles at this question) In my 35 years I’ve experienced a number 
of different businesses. In my first job, where I spent over 10 years, it 
was with a home-grown business that has unfortunately ended up like 
many other British manufacturing firms, but there’s another story. 
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Since those early years I’ve experienced working for American, 
Japanese and French firms and the difference in styles that they 
bring. Before joining Nifco, I worked for an American company in 
synchronous ‘just in time’ (JIT) manufacturing. The combination of the 
American style and the fast-paced environment of JIT was certainly 
intense and kept me on my toes. This type of environment may not be 
for everyone but, thanks to the experiences and learning as a supplier 
to Nissan, I found it rewarding and thoroughly enjoyed it.

The transition back to multi part number manufacturing with Nifco 
is certainly not without its own challenges. There are differences, 
not least in the style of management within the business. As a 
Japanese company, the emphasis is not just on the result but in the 
way the result is achieved, and the emphasis is also on the group 
achievement rather than individual achievement. There are clear 
efforts to balance team goals with team working and success, and 
criticism is rarely directed to individuals rather than the team or group. 

In the JIT world, there is no room for error, every second counts and 
we are seeking out and trying to eradicate every second of waste in 
the process. Never ending proactivity and right first time with robust 
error proofing is key and these are some of the traits of JIT thinking 
that are adding value to my new role.

It’s safe to say that since you joined Nifco the automotive sector has 
faced several challenges, from Brexit, to Covid and semi-conductor 
shortages and now the affects of the Russia Ukraine crisis and 
energy price hikes – how has Nifco dealt with these challenges?
I’d been working for Nifco for less than 6 months when we first 
began to hear about this novel corona virus spreading in China. In 
the early part of 2020, we established a Covid response team and 
review process where we monitored the spread of the virus and 
began risk assessment and response activity. This was crucial to 
dealing with the threat to our colleagues’ health and safety as well 
as preparing in advance of expected supply chain disruption.

During the initial Covid lockdown, Nifco began manufacturing the 
Nif-CoVisor, a visor PPE product CE marked and tested to EN166. 
This provided Nifco UK with its own vital PPE but I’m also proud to 
say that we donated many PPE items within our community.  Nifco’s 
design and development teams also supported projects on ventilator 
manufacturing which was a big concern as the first wave hit UK, as 
well as supporting other efforts in development of other types of PPE. 

Despite the unprecedented condition and volatile production 
situation over the last two years, Nifco continued to focus on 
improvements and during this period we’ve driven scrap down 
and increased material yields dramatically, improved gemba 
kanri and accountability routines and developed internal data 
gathering system (Matec) for downtime reduction and prevention. 
We have increased efficiency and quality; recovered Ford Q1, 
won not 1 but 2 Toyota Quality Awards, won Sanou most improved 
supplier award and Merit award with British Safety Council. So, we 
have remained pretty busy and focused on improvement.

It’s important to highlight that the NEAA Covid Response Group 
that was established in the early part of the pandemic was hugely 
important in helping us share experiences, best practice and keep 
on top of new and emerging guidelines and legislation and I’m 
sure many of us would have felt quite isolated without this group.

What do you see as the opportunities that can be leveraged from 
the NEAA cluster during these challenging times?
Sharing best practice/ benchmarking from the working group 
activity is a great one! Our region has some really great 
companies in our sector with a huge amount of talent and 
ideas for improvement and, although in some limited number of 
cases where competition may inhibit open dialogue, I find in the 
majority of cases a strong willingness to share ideas and even 
offers of help between the cluster members. 

For example, it was great to host Stuart McGivern (NEAA) and 
Ray Tate (Adient) for a visit to Nifco recently where we shared 
recent experiences and progress and were able to get some 
fresh eyes feedback. Several great suggestions came from that 
three hour visit alone and I’m now looking forward to some 
synergized workshop activities between Nifco and Adient in the 
coming months.

A lot of our companies are energy intensive businesses, which has 
always been an important area of focus, but this is even more 
so now with the current energy crises. So again, the activities 
of the Energy Group working collaboratively on energy usage, 
efficiency and costs are so important. We can also leverage from 
strength in numbers and use the NEAA to funnel our sectors voice 
to government to help steer policy and business support.

11
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INTERVIEW OF THE QUARTER

NETWORK

What is your future vision for Nifco, in terms of product, customer 
and technology?
Nifco UK is fortunate to have an excellent R&D facility. The facility 
was part of a £14million investment in 2014, which saw the business 
almost double its manufacturing space with a second factory on site. 
With this facility we can provide value to our customers developing 
relationships and cement partnerships.

Our focus is on innovation and technology of products and processes 
and whilst we have a diverse range of products that are not affected 
by the transition from Internal Combustion Engines (ICE) to Electric 
Vehicles (EV), we are keen to increase our EV specific product 
portfolio to complement our mix. An example to highlight would be 
the battery spacer modules that are already in mass production. 
We are now developing an alternative EV specific component 
in partnership with a major OEM that will be an important safety 
component of its new electric vehicles. Thermal management is 
as critical in EV, if not more so, than ICE and the level of sensors 
supporting the ever-advancing technology of vehicles are particular 
areas Nifco are actively focusing on developing.

In terms of our process, we are also very proud that we have 
developed and built our very own AGV systems that are now 
in operation around the site and we are continuing to progress 
various automation projects. I am happy that we have connected 
with Marelli to investigate possible synergy and collaboration to 
help us both progress this important activity. 

The North East region has seen a huge amount of inward 
investment over the past 2-3 years, particularly in electrification. 
What are your views on being a global business operating out of 
the North East of England?
The North East region has attracted, and continues to attract, some of 
the best world leading companies in the automotive sector. 

The region’s workforce has an excellent reputation for hard work and 
commitment. Our very own NMUK has consistently been regarded 
as one of the most efficient car manufacturing plants globally and 

some of our big global first tier companies look to our region for 
best practice and benchmarking. I’ve lost count of the number of 
times I’ve been requested to send some of our local talent to other 
countries, let alone other regions, to help fix or improve conditions in 
other plants around the world.

We have some of the best talent in the industry, we have got well 
established local supply chains and the best regional support, 
from the likes of our local authorities, LEP’s and organisations 
like our very own NEAA, to help make the North East region a 
fantastic place to do business.

It certainly is exciting times for business like ours as we see more 
inward investment in the region and how our region is having such an 
influence of our own countries transition to electrification. It certainly 
keeps our global HQ interested. 

The automotive sector is facing a looming skills challenge as we 
lose an ageing workforce, struggle to attract new talent into the 
industry and require upskilling to manage technology advances - 
what is Nifco doing to mitigate these issues?
As mentioned previously, we are looking to accelerate our level 
of automation. In parallel, we are shifting the spectrum of our 
human resources skill level from lower to higher, focusing on 
a technically skilled higher paid workforce. We are engaged 
with NA College to support us on this. We are aiming towards 
increasing our higher-level technician, and therefore offering 
better jobs and career opportunities. 

Whilst the last 2 years under the covid cloud has been difficult 
for school engagement, we are preparing to reignite our school 
engagement programs where we visit local schools and allow 
school visits to the plant to explain our business and employment 
opportunities that we can offer.

In recent years Nifco has had a steady number of apprentices covering 
the tool room, maintenance and IT and we are currently investigating 
options to include apprenticeships in Sales, Quality and Finance.
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Have you formed any collaborations with fellow NEAA members 
because of activities and networking through the NEAA?
I have already mentioned the recent activity from Stuart and Ray’s 
visit and the link that Nifco and Marelli have made in automation. 
I’m hoping that such activities grow legs and other members find it 
useful to get involved.

We also recently worked with Charpak, who design and 
manufacture thermoformed packaging, to collaboratively design 
and develop a highly efficient packaging process to satisfy the 
stringent contamination-free requirements for lithium ion battery pack 
internal components. 

How would you like to see the NEAA automotive cluster evolve?
I have to remind myself that the NEAA launched in 2015 - less 
than 7 years ago – and it feels like it’s been around a lot longer. 
It just goes to show how much influence the NEAA has had in 
bringing the automotive sector of the North East together and how 
influential it has been in promoting our North East’s capabilities.

The NEAA working groups cover the range of common 
challenges we are facing in the sector; Business resilience, 
Innovation and skills development, transition to EV, trade and 
investment; and these are all remain valid and key.

But if there’s one thing I would be keen to see evolve within 
the cluster, and that is how we disseminate our best practise 
and knowledge share through synergised autonomous b2b 
team activities between our organisations, not just at our 
management levels. I’m therefore excited to see what benefits 
come from our workshop synergy activities that we are about to 
start with Adient and Marelli where we look to share resource on 
common problems.

For more information on Nifco, visit www.nifcoeu.com
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BUSINESS RESILIENCE

In an ongoing challenging 
period, NEAA members 
are continuing to engage 
and support the Business 
Resilience focus groups, as 
well as one-to-one plant visits.

One-to-one plant visits are proving valuable 
to Business Resilience group members when 
a fresh pair of eyes from manufacturing 
peers is required to help advise and identify 
areas of improvement, or a company is 
looking to showcase an area of innovation 
and best practice for the benefit of others.

One such visit to Nifco, at the end of 
March, requested support from NEAA 
Project Manager Stuart McGivern and 
Business Resilience lead Ray Tate, Plant 
Manager at Adient. The remit was to 
attend a plant tour showcasing innovative 
technology and offer valuable critique 
to support areas of improvement. Many 
improvement activities came from this visit, 
which proved valuable to both companies.

The visit will be reciprocated at Adient 
in June to help identify quick win 
improvement projects that will involve a 
mixed team from both Nifco and Adient. 
This type of activity will provide a platform 
for other members to get involved and 

FOCUS GROUPS AND ONE-TO-ONE 
ACTIVITY CONTINUES TO ADD VALUE

share their experience and expertise in a 
supportive environment.

A further best practice exchange took place 
earlier in the year at Marelli on the subject of 
Automation. Attended by Adient and NEAA, 
Marelli demonstrated a new automated 
line which was designed, built, CE-assessed 
and commissioned in-house. The high level 
of skills grown and supported within Marelli 
is something the team are keen to use to 
support other member companies on their 
automation journey.

The recent Safety Group, held at Komatsu, 
focussed on Komatsu’s safety strategy - 
concentrating on people, processes, hazards, 
and risks. On the shop floor, the group were 
shown the Komatsu Safety Dojo (training hall) 
which is an educational facility that improves 
employee’s awareness and skills in this key area. 

The group also observed the Komatsu ‘One 
Person, One Cycle’ approach, carried by 
an experienced operator carrying out a 
fabrication standard work procedure. The 
activity is very much process focussed and 
concentrates on the safety considerations 
and risks of the work detail using a 
comprehensive risk assessment.

DAC Beachcroft, a new member to 
the Safety Group, have offered to 

conduct a Mock Investigation event for 
members which concentrates on the 
legal responsibilities and framework and 
implications of an accident on site. This 
event will take place on Thursday 23 June 
and all members are welcome. Further 
information on this can be found on page 18.

The Energy Group continues to highlight 
best practice and energy reduction 
ideas. In a difficult time for energy costs, 
businesses must concentrate what they 
can influence ‘in their organisational 
footprint’. At the most recent meeting 
information was shared on:
• Carbon Mapping
• Industrial Energy Transformation fund 
 to support energy reduction projects.
• Port of Tyne decarbonisation strategy
• Connected Energy battery storage to 
 support energy use and cost
• Hitachi digitalisation agnostic tool that 
 can support an Energy focus.

Members should also reference the 
recordings from the ‘Watts Happening 
with Energy’ events that are on the NEAA 
YouTube channel and offer some good 
intelligence to support energy strategies.

For more information on Business Resilience 
please contact Stuart McGivern, at 
smcgivern@northeastautomotivealliance.com
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SKILLS

NEAA SKILLS 
WORKING GROUP 
TO RE-ENERGIZE WITH 
NEW INDUSTRY LEAD
The NEAA is delighted to welcome Paul 
Robson, Managing Director at NA College, 
as the new Skills Group industrial lead, 
who will help to re-invigorate the working 
group at a time when skills and sector 
attractiveness is a top priority.

Paul is an active campaigner in skills development and education 
and heads up NA College. As a specialist levy-approved 
apprenticeship, adult learning and work-based programme 
provider, NA College works with businesses across the automotive 
sector, and wider manufacturing and engineering, to nurture 
talent and ensure that the necessary skills required in an ever-
changing industry are delivered through education. 

As the new Skills Group Chair, Paul will support the NEAA to 
reconnect with the sector on the subject of skills, to gather 
intelligence on the current skills status across member companies, 
provide a vehicle to work together to address common challenges 
and skills gaps, and to champion the automotive sector as 
a career of choice. We catch up with Paul to ask him a few 
questions about his new NEAA role and its opportunities…

What experience do you feel you will bring to the role of Chair of 
the NEAA Skills Group?
In this new role, I want to drive the NEAA skills agenda to explore 
new actions, new collaborations, and partnerships to lead the 
automotive sectors and supply chain to achieve their sustainable 
development targets and maximise the economic and social 
growth in the region.

I am happy to share my experience in the educational sector to 
help NEAA members implement a skills strategy that can power 
the workforce and make the business confident to adopt and use 
new technologies to move forward to a more sustainable future. 

What do you see at the main skills challenges in the automotive sector?
The automotive sector is currently affected by a unique “industry 
market scenario” where the net zero target and the evolution 
from combustion engines to electric vehicles is mined not only 
by technology and supply chains challenges, but also by a skills 
shortage and a lack of strategy and vision. 

Increased automation and emerging technologies are raising 
the employment entry bar. New technologies require higher 
level 3+ qualifications. Moreover, Brexit and Covid has created 
a shortage of skills at all levels, resulting in inter-region and cross 
sector competition.

The North East region is in the lower quartile performer in UK on 
Level 2 and Level 3 attainment. In the last 5 years, the North East 
registered a reduction of 60% of manufacturing apprenticeships. 

Moreover, there is still a big barrier to support an inclusive 
growth. 70% of apprenticeship reduction in Level 2 impacted 
the deprived areas and the female representation in North East 
manufacturing is lower than any other UK region.

How can the NEAA and members work together to address the 
sector skills challenges?
Sustainable changes require the collaboration of three key players: 
Regulator, Industry and Financier. 

The Regulator initiates a system change, creates the conditions 
to enable the change and just like in a chemical reaction, it is the 
catalyst to facilitate and accelerate the change. Industry are 
the main actors that implement the change, promoting new 
products and solutions, creating new markets, and generating 
social and economic growth. The Financier provides financial 
structure and the resources to allow the industry and social 
communities to achieve their targets. 

The NEAA and its members, representing the automotive market 
and supply chain in the North East region, cover an important role to 
connect the industry demand with the skills requirements and report 
to the regulator the skills gap and/or funding issues that need to be 
addressed to support a sustainable growth in the region.

Can any NEAA member get involved in the NEAA Skills Group?
Yes, absolutely! Any NEAA member is welcome to be directly 
involved in the skills agenda. In fact, the skills agenda should be led 
by employers, not by educators; otherwise, the future workforce 
will not be prepared to satisfy the industry needs.
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SME PROGRAMME

Following the Supply Chain 
North East programme 
extension to June 2023, 
the NEAA is now focusing 
on the final 12 months of 
delivery.

Over the past four years, the Supply 
Chain North East (SCNE) Programme 
has supported 806 companies delivered 
by partners NEAA, RTC North, NEPIC 
and Generator. Of these companies, 
the NEAA has supported 87 SMEs who 
have wanted to get access to specialist 
automotive assistance from the NEAA 
team and dedicated third party 
consultants.

With a further 40 companies to support, 
the NEAA is now looking to find additional 
companies who have not yet registered 
for the SCNE programme and are 
based in the North East Local Enterprise 
Partnership area.

The SCNE programme provides businesses 
with tailored, specialist advice in areas 
including sales and marketing, digital 
transformation, accreditation and 
compliance. Market specialists are 
also on hand to provide industry insight 
and sector knowledge on UK and 
international supply chains.

SUPPLY CHAIN NORTH EAST RECAP 
AND FUTURE-LOOKING PLANS

Throughout the duration of the programme 
to date, the NEAA has delivered varied 
support from funded presence at the 
NEAA’s flagship North East Automotive 
Expo, to several cohorts of the Marketing 
for Automotive programme, to other 
specialist courses in the areas of wellbeing, 
electrification and Business Resilience.

The NEAA is delighted to share some of the 
fantastic feedback, which demonstrates 
the value this programme has added to 
businesses within the region.

Lucy Caplan, Managing Director at GCS 
Partners LTD, who attended the wellbeing 
course delivered by Tribero, said: “The 
training was really good. My business 
partner and I both agreed that it was 
the best personal development training 
we did last year. Trevor from Tribero is just 
fab at what he does, and it was a very 
nice little group. We loved the Harrison 
Assessment and overall, it was super 
insightful with loads of takeaways.”

Stephen Irish, Director of start-up 
company, SMART ORIGIN, who attended 
the Marketing for Automotive programme 
said: “The NEAA SCNE marketing support 
engagement helped SMART ORIGIN 
consider brand, key messaging and some 
of the channels through which it would 
be best to deliver them. The sessions also 
provided the opportunity to network with 

other early stage SMEs, so that we could 
share insights and experience, which is 
so important for business founders and 
leaders.”

For new SMEs joining the programme, 
the NEAA is delighted to be able to offer 
funded exhibition space at the upcoming 
North East Automotive Expo 2022 
when it returns to the Beacon of Light, 
Sunderland, on Thursday 29 September. 
The Expo provides an excellent platform 
for SMEs to showcase their products and 
services whilst learning more about the 
sector. Read more about this exciting 
event on page 5.

If you are keen to explore this opportunity 
and you are an SME in the NELEP region, 
particularly Durham area, please get in 
touch with a member of the NEAA team 
or drop an email to 
scne@northeastautomotivealliance.com

Alternatively, for eligible SMEs who are 
looking to maximise opportunities in the 
electrification sector, the NEAA is working 
to support companies attend Cenex-LCV, 
the UK’s leading low carbon vehicle 
event, on 7-8 September at Millbrook. 
Through the SCNE programme, the NEAA 
can fund exhibition presence on a North 
East pavilion. Interested companies 
should make contact using the same 
details above.
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MEMBER COLLABORATION

APPLIED INTEGRATION PARTNER WITH 
GLOBAL AGV PROVIDER K.HARTWALL

Combining leading industry 4.0 technologies 
with AGV logistic solutions.

Background
Applied Integration is a leading industry 4.0 logistics technology 
integrator and mission critical controls developer in the UK. As a 
robotic and automation solutions providers, it continually monitors 
the market for best- in-class technologies that will deliver the most 
efficient and cost-effective operations for its customers. This led to 
a new partnership with K.Hartwall, a major AGV provider offering 
smart logistic solutions for the retail, parcel and automotive industries.

K.Hartwall, who has 90 years of design and innovation experience, 
has a deep understanding of operational needs, a history of 
successful deployment of process improving transportation 
technologies and A-MATE®, an exceptionally engineered, agile 
omni-directional autonomous pallet/stillage/cage transport.

Approach and Solution
Under the strategic partnership, Applied Integration acts as a UK 
reseller and expert technology integrator for K.Hartwall’s A-MATE® 
mobile robot. The A-MATE® is a fully electric mobile robot for pallet 
movement and has free navigation, 360° safety, pallet detection 
and omnidrive for movement in any direction.

Customers will benefit from Applied Integration’s industry process 
knowledge, rigorous development processes, technology expertise 
and more than 20 years’ experience in supplying and maintaining 
safety and mission critical process solutions, combined with world class 
leading AGV technology from K.Hartwall. 

Logistics is entering a transformative phase in which the speed of 
innovation will increase and handling volumes will grow rapidly. Key 
industry trends such as robotics and automation, prediction enabled 

through IoT and data analytics and increased demand for sustainable 
solutions will shape the way forward for logistics in all industries.

Outcome and Advantage
• The partnership is part of Applied Integration’s strategy of  
 combining proven rigorous systems engineering expertise with 
 carefully selected best in class automation technologies.
• Customers can manage the Industry 4.0 digital transformation, 
 while ensuring minimal disruption, optimised ROI, future-proofed 
 investments and development of world class logistics and processes.
• Applied Integration will work closely with K.Hartwall to further 
 develop its already exceptional AGV’s.

Testimonials 
“It’s critical that we source solutions that are adaptable, robust 
and reliable for day-to-day operations without the need for 
major infrastructure change. Our partnership with K.Hartwall, the 
combined skillsets and the consequent technologies will help 
deliver significant operational benefits to our customers in terms 
of throughput gains and cost/time reduction even in challenging 
cases where transportation/movement space is limited.”
Peter Moore / Business Development Manager / Applied Integration

“We are very excited about the cooperation with Applied 
Integration. Together we can offer our UK customers a unique 
combination of globally leading products including our pallet 
mobile robot A-MATE® and a world class installation and support 
service with Applied Integration.”
Eero Heinonen / Executive Vice President / K.Hartwall
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DAC BEACHCROFT OFFERS 
MOCK INVESTIGATION EVENT 
TO NEAA MEMBER COMPANIES

International law firm, DAC Beachcroft, is hosting a mock Health 
and Safety Incident Investigation for NEAA members on 23rd June, 
which will address common legal pitfalls and how to avoid them.

The steps you take in the hours and days that follow a serious 
health & safety incident are critically important, yet also 
exceptionally difficult to manage.

All too often we see the same mistakes being made that can 
create unnecessary legal and reputational risks for the organisation 
and the individuals within it. The wrong decisions can affect the 
direction of the investigation and can increase the potential for 
enforcement action. 

The DAC Beachcroft Mock Investigation Event is a practical session 
centred around an evolving scenario. Step by step they will take 
companies through an investigation that has not gone well, detailing why 
so many problems occurred and how they could have been avoided. 

Member companies will have the opportunity to consider how they 
would deal with the various stages of the investigation, and DAC 

Beachcroft will provide companies with practical tools to help make 
the right decisions as issues arise.

This event is essential for those required to make decisions, or 
oversee investigations, following serious incidents, such leaders, H&S 
professionals and line managers. 

The DAC Beachcroft is highly regarded by many business and has 
proven to be a powerful tool in changing behaviour and ensuring 
compliance, in addition to reducing general accidents, RIDDOR 
reportable incidents and cost of EL/PL claims. Emma Bowens heads 
up the Newcastle Regulatory – Safety, Health & Environment team 
at DAC Beachcroft and will run the session.

RICOR Group have signed off a significant new stamping and 
automated welding cell at their Ricor North East facility to support 
further “Reshoring” of Automotive Component Manufacturing 
back into the UK.

International Automotive component manufacturers Ricor 
Global acquired the assets of Arlington Automotive North 
East division in October 2020. Located in Newton Aycliffe 
and renamed Ricor North East (RNE), the facility is the latest 
acquisition for the rapidly growing Ricor organisation and 
continues to grow its manufacturing footprint in the North East 
and supporting the forward momentum in EV manufacturing 
both directly and indirectly.

With a wide range of stamping capacity, tubular product 
and welded assembly capability plus in-house Electrophoretic 
Deposition (ED) painting RNE is able to provide products for use 
throughout a vehicle structure. 

RNE is continually developing its capabilities and services to 
meet industry needs. Recent developments include entry into 
the latest vehicle technologies such as Plug in Hybrid and full 
electric applications, stamping and robotic assembly.

Parent company Ricor Global has five sites in the UK. 

Internationally it has established operations in Poland and 
Slovakia plus an office in China. Ricor’s customer base is a 
diverse range of OEM’s and major Tier 1 suppliers.

The Group has developed rapidly through organic growth and 
acquisition. The Polish facility, near Poznan, was established in 
2017 and Nitra, Slovakia in 2018. As well as the recent purchase 
of Arlington Automotive stamping division, Ricor Group also 
acquired Walpres in 2019.

Ricor Group as an organisation is well backed financially and 
has ambitious plans for ongoing domestic and international 
growth. Opportunities to develop the UK and European footprint 
and establish a North American base are also being actively 
pursued.

EV MANUFACTURING 
INVESTMENT FOR RICOR NORTH 
EAST

MEMBER NEWS

NETWORK
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WHY IS TEMPERATURE CONTROL 
SIMULATION VITAL FOR EV 
DEVELOPERS?

Gary Etherington – manager at temperature control solutions 
company Julabo – discusses the importance of thermal 
management in electric vehicle development.

In a traditional ICE vehicle, the thermal management can be best 
summarized as the removal of excess heat from the combustion process. 
However, within fully electric or hybrid vehicles thermal management 
is significantly more important and therefore challenging.

Thermal control of an EV starts with the very first step, charging of the 
battery. There are an increasing range of power inputs to vehicles, 
both AC and DC, and at this point the power inverter needs to be 
temperature controlled. The battery itself needs to be controlled, 
especially during rapid charge, to prevent thermal runaway 
but also what is less well understood is that the efficiency, level 
and repeatability of the charge are all heavily influenced by the 
temperature of the battery during charging.

Then, during operation of the vehicle, the range and lifetime of the 
battery are massively influenced by the temperature. For example, 
at 5°C the range of EV batteries can be reduced by up to 44%. 

Julabo offers a comprehensive range of temperature control 
solutions to simulate real-world conditions so that each component 
can be tested, in research or in series production. This includes the 
precise delivery of engine coolant at both controlled temperature 
and controlled flow rate so that performance can be assessed and 
proven in extreme conditions.

The special projects division of Julabo has developed, in partnership 
with vehicle and component manufacturers, turnkey solutions to 
allow for the rapid cycling of product plus temperature profiling 
across the entire automotive temperature range. These includes 
inverters, motors, switch valves and – of course – batteries.

Battery cell technology company Britishvolt has signed a sale and 
purchase agreement with a European battery company to buy its 
German subsidiary, in a deal which values the company at €36m.

The company, which is behind plans for a job-creating 
Gigafactory in Blyth, has agreed to purchase Monbat Group 
subsidiary EAS.

The deal will allow Britishvolt to get its cells to market quicker and more 
efficiently, ready for mass production at its Northumberland plant.

EAS has more than 25 years’ experience in developing and 
producing large format cylindrical lithium-ion battery cells from 
7.5 Ah to 50 Ah which have a low environmental impact.

Its products have been adopted for use in sectors including 
aerospace and defence, with business partners such as NASA.

Orral Nadjari, founder and chief executive of Britishvolt, said: “Our 
46xx cell format, developed as part of our wider R&D program, 
gives Britishvolt a significant competitive advantage in the 
battery race. The acquisition of EAS will allow us to scale up the 
final part of the 46xx cell development and commercialisation 
programme and put this leading cell product in the hands of our 
automotive customers.”

He added: “This acquisition – the second in our short history, 
and first overseas – underscores the drive and determination of 
Britishvolt to offer best-in-class battery solutions to our customers.”

Michael Deutmeyer, managing director of EAS, said: “Britishvolt 
and EAS are united by common goals. We share a vision, and 
due to the high synergies, both companies are accelerating their 
mutual growth. For EAS and its customers, the focus is on greater 
capacities in the development and production of innovative cells 
and battery systems. 

“We are expanding our know-how, deepening our ecological 
and resource-saving approach in production and enlarging our 
team. At the same time, we are supporting Britishvolt as a leader 
in battery cell technology in its focus on international growth.”

Victor Spiriev, chief executive of Monbat AD, added: “The deal 
structure fully supports the roadmap for the development of EAS 
and the Monbat Group.”

BRITISHVOLT SWOOPS FOR 
GERMAN BATTERY CELL 
DEVELOPER

MEMBER NEWS
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BUGATTI CONTRACT SUCCESS 
FOR SEAHAM FIRM SMS LTD

A company which provides quality and recruitment services to 
automotive, aerospace and rail manufacturers has secured a 
contract with sports car brand Bugatti.

Smart Manufacturing Solutions, SMS Ltd, will provide skilled 
engineers to Bugatti in Croatia and Italy.

The company – known for the Veryon, Chiron and Centodieci models, is 
launching an electric supercar and has contracted the services of SMS 
to fill a gap in the skills market which it requires to produce the vehicle.

The first cohort of electrical engineers have already been sent to 
Croatia, with a second cohort following as operations scale up in 
both Croatia and Italy.

Adam Smith, co-founder and director of the Seaham-based 
company, heads up the recruitment arm of the business. 
He said: “This contract has come about through an existing 
relationship we have with an operations manager at Bugatti.

“Our senior management team supported him whilst he was in 
a previous role, and he sought out our team after the excellent 
service he received prior to joining Bugatti.”

He added: “We anticipate this will lead to other projects within 
Bugatti as there’s a real shortage of technical expertise within the 
electrical engineering field overseas, however that’s one of our 
specialities and we know we can meet demand from Bugatti.”

SMS, which is based at Seaham Grange Industrial Estate and 
works with clients across the country, started with just three 
people when it launched in November 2020, when the country 
was in the thick of the global coronavirus pandemic.

Today, it employs a team of 13 office staff and ten offsite 
management employees, while also having more than 100 
quality inspectors working on a sub-contract basis within OEMs 
and Tier One manufacturing firms across the North East region. 

Newcastle-headquartered Tait Walker has been acquired by a 
national accountancy and business advisory firm in its third UK 
acquisition in four months.

The firm has been snapped up by Azets in a move which will take 
its UK regional network to 84 offices.

Established in 1937, Tait Walker has a turnover of £13m and 
advises about 4,000 clients across its offices in Newcastle, 
Stockton, Morpeth, Durham and Carlisle.

Tait Walker also provides a wealth management service which is 
authorised to provide regulated activities by the FCA, and expands 
Azets’ wealth management service into the North for the first time.

Acquiring Tait Walker adds more than 170 people in business support 
and client-facing roles to the Azets team, including 12 partners. Azets 
already has a strong presence across the North with eight offices in the 
North East, six offices in the North West and two in Yorkshire.

Chris Horne, group chief executive of Azets, said: “We’re 
excited to welcome Tait Walker to the Azets family; this firm has 
a reputation for high-quality people providing first class client 
service. The acquisition is another significant step on our growth 
journey to increase revenue by 50 per cent in the next five years, 
following quickly on from our recent acquisitions of Garbutt + 
Elliott in Yorkshire and Inspire Accountants in Poole.

“Tait Walker is established among the leading accounting and 
business advisory firms in the North East, with a long heritage of 
excellence and a broad capability across accountancy and 
business advisory services.”

Peter Gallanagh, regional chief executive for the North at 
Azets UK, added: “We believe strongly in the local delivery of 
personalised client services, whilst giving businesses in the North 
East the opportunity to benefit from our breadth, depth, and 
experience as an SME focused international accounting, tax, 
audit, advisory and business services group.”

Andrew Moorby, managing partner at Tait Walker, said: “This 
is a wonderful opportunity for Tait Walker and our clients, and 
the acquisition demonstrates our commitment to the continued 
growth of our business, as we enter the next phase of our long 
and successful journey as part of the UK’s newest top ten 
accounting firm.

TAIT WALKER SNAPPED UP BY 
NATIONAL FIRM

MEMBER NEWS
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Prepare
• Strategy
• Due diligence
• Portfolio management
• Advertising
• In-house legal support
• Data protection & privacy
• Search & competitor monitoring
Protect
• Patents

HGF is one of Europe’s leading Intellectual Property firms

We bring together highly qualified individuals that include patent 
attorneys, trade mark attorneys, design attorneys, IP solicitors and 
attorneys-at-law across 22 offices in seven European countries to 
provide a dynamic and complete IP solution. 

Our dedicated automotive team combines in-house experience and 
a strong commercial focus to deliver IP strategies for OEMs as well as 
all companies involved in the supply chain. Our team has extensive 
experience in working with large corporations, start-ups, SMEs and 
academic innovators in this fast-moving, future-facing field. 

Driving innovation in light-weighting, NVH and EV sectors 

Avon Group is a UK leader in the development and manufacture 
of innovative products in the light-weighting, NVH and EV 
sectors of the UK automotive supply chain. Supplying both 
OEMs and Tier One suppliers, the Group is forging ahead with 
continual investment in manufacturing technology and materials 
development.

The Group consists of nine specialist manufacturing businesses across 
the UK, many of which supply high volume, specialist parts and 
components in a wide range of materials to the automotive sector. 

It’s working with British and global vehicle manufacturers to 
develop innovative solutions to the challenges of reducing weight, 
cabin noise and vibration. Products include lightweight, high 
performance thermoformed air ducting, specialist shaped and 
formed acoustic and heat resistant panels and metal replacement 
plastic components.

It’s also working with EV battery manufacturers to develop 
specialist products using natural and synthetic materials for the 
effective insulation of batteries in EVs.

The Group has just been awarded authorised converter status by 
3M for its Thinsulate™ product range, a market-leading product 
widely used in the automotive world to absorb vibration and help 

reduce unwanted vehicle noise. In addition to 3M, Avon Group 
has a track record of over 40 years of supplying converted NVH 
materials from key industry suppliers such as Nitto and BASF. The 
cementing of the relationship with 3M will firmly establish its growing 
reputation as a key player offering the highest standards of quality 
and service in this marketplace. 

For further information, please contact:

Andrew Francis I Sales Director 
Email: afrancis@tsa-ltd.co.uk
Tel: 01495 312666
Mobile: 07905 358764 

www.avon-group.co.uk

Avon Group

HGF

• Trade marks
• Designs & design rights
• Patent term extensions & SPCs
• Utility models
• Copyright & database rights
Enforce & exploit
• Oppositions & appeals
• IP litigation
• Transactional IP & commercial 
 support

Free IP consultation
We would like to invite all the NEAA members to engage HGF for 
an initial, free-of-charge 30 minute consultation* to discuss any IP 
issues or answer any question(s). During the consultation, we could 
also explore IP strategies suitable to complement commercial 

ambitions or simply add value to or enhance an existing IP portfolio.
*initial consultations will not be charged

 
HGF aims to work with you so as to:
• establish why IP is important to you,
• understand the types of IP in the business,
• understand the best plan to enhance the value of IP in the business,
• create a trustworthy system to capture, protect and use IP,
• train your teams to retain, protect and use the IP consistently 
 and safely.

The consultation can be arranged online or in person. To arrange 
it or for more information, please contact:
Elliot Stephens I HGF Patent Attorney 
Email: estephens@hgf.com 
Tel: +44(0) 191 205 8360

www.hgf.com
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Helping leaders, teams and individuals explore 
and develop behaviours aligned to organisational 
purpose and individual fulfilment to improve 
performance and achieve outstanding results. 

Organisational purpose
We work with you to ensure your organisation’s purpose is clear, 
relevant and communicated through the business, to identify 
well thought-out company core values and what these actually 
mean in terms of day-to-day behaviours for leaders, teams and 
individuals.

Leadership competency
Our leadership framework, which incorporates 3 key areas of 
Culture, Strategy and Performance, enables us to identify strengths 
and areas for development with current and aspiring leaders to 
enhance core leadership competencies and behaviours. 

High performing teams
Our unique impacT team model explores key characteristics, 
competencies and behaviours proven to make outstanding high 
performance teams to see how teams can be developed and 
grow together collectively to build the most important factor of 
all . . . TRUST!

Individual fulfilment
By aligning company objectives and individual expectations, we 
are able to enhance levels of employee engagement, individual 
fulfilment and ultimately, organisational performance. 

Aligning behaviours to cultural fit, team dynamics and job success
Data from sophisticated and objective behavioural analytics, insightful 
self-awareness assessments and the impacT team diagnostic enables 
us to support your acquisition, development and engagement 
strategies – aligned to the organisation’s vision and core values.

JOIN OUR ONLINE MEMBERS COMMUNITY:
Register to create your own exclusive membership account to 
access online short programmes, content, resources, blogs and 
much more. Membership and content is all free!

Visit www.tribero.co.uk and click on ‘log in’ to sign up.

For more information, please contact: 
Trevor Norman I Director
Mob: +44 (0)7453 973 791
Email: trevor@tribero.co.uk 

We work with and on behalf of a number of 
manufacturing companies and design consultants.

You may need quick prototypes made, but also volume production. 
You may have specific design/ manufacturing requirements and 
are not sure to whom to speak. You might need to get 2 or 3 quotes 
together, but don’t have the time or market knowledge to gather this. 

Nano Electronic Services quickly identify the right partner for your 
project and manage it for you. You deal with us, and we deal with 
the rest, but with full transparency. So if you want to visit the factory 
or speak to the CEM team, you can - see us as an extension of them. 

We prepare and manage your bill of materials, meaning we are 
able to respond more quickly than a standard CEM and their often 
inflexible MRP systems with typical quote turnaround times of 48 hours.

This gives customers much more flexibility and capability than working 
with a single direct supplier. You can have prototypes made at CEM1 
for speed, and CEM2 is used for production, but you only need to 
work with one supplier - Nano Electronic Services. 

NanoES Benefits:
For more information, please contact:
Steve Drew I Director
Mob: +44 (0)7787 012726
Email: sdrew@nanoelectronicservices.com

www.nanoelectronicservices.com

Tribero Limited

Nano Electronic Services

• Low cost hand build options for 
 low volume , one off prototyping.
• IPC Class 3
• Design services, including PCB 
 layout (Altium/ Mentor ) and 
 full product design
• Test services - EMC/ 
 environmental and vibration
• Experience with PPAP and 
 component traceability

• CE to UKCA support
• Rapid prototyping to box 
 build, plus in-house design 
 and PCB layout capabilities
• Flexible supply chain, 
 minimising capacity issues
• Sensible quote turnaround 
 times - typically 24-48 hours.

• Single point of contact
• 10 SMT lines
• Solder Jet Printing & Vapour 
 Phase Reflow

• 3D AOI & XRAY
• uBGA, 0201 and 01005 
 capability
• PTH with auto insert capability
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A leading specialist in gambling addiction.

Did you know:
• 61% of people struggling with gambling problems reported 
 missing work to gamble.
• Gambling was reclassified in 2013 and now sits in the same 
 category as drug or alcohol misuse.
• Whilst over 85% of companies have Drink and Drugs Policies at 
 work, less than 5% have a Gambling at Work Policy.
• Addressing this issue can improve employee retention, 
 wellbeing, engagement, productivity, and performance, 
 reducing presenteeism and absenteeism by supporting staff, 
 whilst also safeguarding your business and employees.

With over 30 years’ experience as a gambling addiction specialist,  
GCS Partners Ltd have a wealth of knowledge and understanding 
about the impacts that gambling addiction has on the individual 
and those around them – in the workplace and the wider society. 

We work with businesses of all shapes and sizes, across many 
different industries providing: 
• Advice/Consultancy about gambling in the workplace. 
• Workshops and training about these issues for CEO’s, senior 
 and middle management, HR personnel, Mental Health First 
 Aiders and other company employees.
• Specialist confidential gambling counselling services for 
 companies’ employees.
• Confidential gambling counselling services for private clients.

For Companies – We offer a free consultation appointment to 
discover more about your situation and requirements, to find the 
best course of action and how best to support you. 

For Individuals – We offer confidential counselling services, 
conducted in private via video or telephone call. This is eligible 
to anyone over 18 years old who is struggling with an addictive 
behaviour or is affected by someone else’s addiction. 

For a free informal conversation about your business, please contact:
Lucy Caplan I Mob: 07850 050018
Email: lucy.caplan@gcspartners.co.uk
Patricia Foster I Mobile: 07772 986162
Email: patricia.foster@gcspartners.co.uk

www.gcspartners.co.uk

GCS Partners Ltd

UXCENTRIC

UXcentric specialises in designing digital solutions 
for complex systems and technologies based on 
insights and feedback.

We have a proven track record in helping industry-leading businesses 
deliver exceptional digital experiences, enabling effective and 
meaningful impact for their customers and employees alike.

At UXcentric, we are passionate about helping people. Creating 
innovative and intuitive human-centred designs, we aim to 
enhance people’s lives and experiences by increasing:

• Satisfaction by creating easy-to-use systems, engaging 
 interactions, as appropriate, and raising confidence & trust
• Empowerment by enabling people to be more efficient & 
 effective, increasing productivity and return on investment
• Safety by reducing the level of risk, the number of errors they 
 make and the speed at which they recover when they do 

Our tried and tested human-centred approach draws on years 
of experience in human factors, psychology, ergonomics, user 
research, interaction design and usability.

Currently based in Rugby, we are proud to be moving back to our 
native Teesside this summer. Our automotive heritage includes working 
with British luxury brands and we have worked internationally too.  
We’ve also collaborated with construction and motorcycle brands 
and with Rail companies in the broader transportation sector too.

We are excited to be a new member of the NEAA and look forward 
to collaborating with other members to create great experiences.

Whether it’s in-vehicle entertainment or driver safety systems, 
or station information displays, we apply the same human-
centred design techniques to create engaging and easy-to-use 
experiences. If this resonates with you, please get in touch. We 
are more than happy to have an informal chat and help out 
where we can!

For more information, please visit our website or get in touch: 
Darren Wilson I Managing Director
Email: darren@uxcentric.co.uk 
Tel: +44 (0) 7854 781 908

www.uxcentric.co.uk 
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