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Hub of talent goes
beyond the Beatles

The north-west of

England stands on

the cusp of a revo-

lution in the digital

and creative industries.

It already has the coun-

try’s second biggest cluster

of media and advertising

businesses outside London

and the south-east.

The BBC’s arrival next

year at MediaCityUK, a

£1bn project in Salford,

could transform the region.

Already more than 300,000

people work in the sector,

which generates £16bn of

added value and accounts

for some 16 per cent of the

region’s economy.

The north-west is a lead-

ing centre for TV and movie

production. Manchester, in

particular, has enjoyed a

long association with televi-

sion broadcasting since the

advent of the medium in

the early 1950s and Liver-

pool is England’s most pop-

ular film location outside

London.

With one of the UK’s larg-

est games industries, the

north-west is at the cutting

edge of design and develop-

ment, with Liverpool in par-

ticular an internationally

recognised location.

Philip Coen, an entrepre-

neur who runs In the City,

a Manchester music festi-

val, says: “We have the

opportunity to establish the

north-west as the creative

hub of Europe.

“Companies will want to

be here because of the net-

work and talent: they will

have to be here. It will be

synonymous with the crea-

tive industries as Germany

is for manufacturing.”

Mr Coen says he is

already working with Irish

companies who want to

relocate.

The north-west has

always produced talent,

from writers to broadcast-

ers and bands to film stars,

but many of them move to

London in search of greater

opportunities.

MediaCity could stem

that flow, although there

are signs that the renais-

sance of Liverpool and Man-

chester over the past 20

years has already been

doing that.

Tim Newns, deputy chief

executive of Midas, Man-

chester’s Investment and

Development Agency, says:

“Manchester has world-

class creative, digital and

new media sectors and

increasingly we are seeing a

variety of young and excit-

ing companies choosing

Manchester over other

European cities, thanks to

the strength of talent, net-

working and lower operat-

ing costs on offer here.”

He says there are more

than 6,000 students on crea-

tive and media-related

courses in Manchester, and

another 6,000 studying com-

puter-related courses.

“This is a key cluster for

income generation and jobs

and Midas is actively pro-

viding the tailored business

support and funding mecha-

nisms to encourage further

creative businesses to

start up, grow and relocate

to the city-region,” says Mr

Newns.

One example is Milk, a

marketing agency that is

looking across Europe to

add to offices in London

and Barcelona. Oliver

Gibbs, managing director,

says it chose Manchester

because of its expanding

creative, digital and media

sector and competitive

office and labour costs.

The agency will have 15

employees in the city and is

using contacts within local

universities such as Salford

and Manchester to recruit

graduates. It is also looking

to bring in front-end web

developers and account

managers from the private

sector.

However, the new digital

age poses a challenge. Big

advertising agencies are

centralising their opera-

tions as part of cost-cutting

operations, with many con-

tracts handled centrally

through London.

Local newspapers are

under pressure. The Guard-

ian Media Group, which

owned a string of local out-

lets as well as radio and TV

stations, has sold its loss-

making newspapers to Trin-

ity Mirror after more than a

century in the region.

Granada, a once-mighty

TV franchise, is suffering as

advertising switches online.

Another independent TV

company may show the

way forward. Lime Pictures

began life in 1992 as Mersey

Television, making Phil

Redmond’s creations

Grange Hill, a school

drama, Brookside, a soap

opera, and Hollyoaks, a

soap revolving around

those of student age. In

2005, it was bought by Lon-

don-based All3Media.

While it still makes Holly-
oaks and maintains a large

set to do so, Lime Pictures

has increasingly focused on

extending the brand. There

is a more adult-themed

Later show on a digital TV

channel.

The website builds a rap-

port with its teenage audi-

ence and bands now come

to the set to play live gigs,

with viewers invited.

Conker Media, its digital

division, is also building

purely online content.

Lime has also just won its

first US commission, to

adapt a Belgian children’s

show, House of Anubis.
There is increasing work

outside the UK, says Caro-

lyn Reynolds, chief execu-

tive.

“We are doing a lot with

Germany and opening doors

in Sweden, Belgium and

France. They have got to

talk to us because they do

not have enough money. If

we pair up, we can still

make big productions.”

Ms Reynolds says it is

vital to adapt and the dis-

ruptive power of the inter-

net has quickened the pace

of change.

“It is like having a foot on

two lilos – one of which is

slowly sinking but still has

some air in it and the other

one you know is the future

but you are not sure if it

will fully support you.”

Iain Bennett, of the state-

owned Northwest Regional

Development Agency, says

the fragmented structure of

creative industries could

help the region.

Mr Bennett, who spent 17

years in London and was

founding partner of a media

design agency, says he

moved back to the north-

west because he felt it had

better growth prospects.

He says the capital’s large
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Talent
hub goes
beyond
Beatles

legacy businesses face a

bigger challenge in many

ways than the smaller, nim-

bler north-west companies.

“They built up vertically

integrated silos that had

the scale to get programmes

made. Companies here are

used to doing little pieces of

the process and collaborat-

ing with each other. That is

going to be the norm.”

One example is Love, a

marketing agency that is

winning national clients

such as Umbro and Dr Mar-

tens, the footwear company.

It sublets part of its space

to the Neighbourhood, a

younger company that spe-

cialises in animation. It also

commissions work from it.

Love has allowed its chief

illustrator to set up a joint-

venture with it for his own

projects, to encourage him

to stay.

“We have attracted staff

from Amsterdam and New

York as well as London,”

says Chris Conlon, manag-

ing director. “It is because

of the quality of work we

do. At a small agency you

get a lot more opportunity.”

He says the quality of life

attracts many. Commutes

are rarely more than 30

minutes and stunning coun-

tryside lies less than an

hour away from the city

centres.

Ironically, it is harder to

win work locally than inter-

nationally, says Mr Conlon.

“A lot of stuff goes past the

door because there is kudos

from having a London

agency.”

Jon Corner of River

Media, a digital communica-

tions agency in Liverpool,

says the quality of educa-

tion is a challenge, making

it hard to find staff.

He says: “They go on

media courses but the peo-

ple teaching them have

been out of the game so

long they haven’t kept up.

It’s not their fault, it

changes so fast. There’s no

point learning to use a bit

of kit – we can teach them

that. You just want some-

one with creativity and

talent.”

Steven Broomhead, chief

executive of the NWDA,

says the agency is aware of

the education and skills

issue. “The digital and crea-

tive sector is a priority for

the north-west,” he says.

“We must continue to

improve the skills in the

digital field to ensure that

north-west companies and

media professionals can get

the skills at all levels to

exploit the opportunities of

BBC North and Media-

CityUK.”

The NWDA has given

£1m to Northwest

Vision+Media to improve

training. Lynne McCadden,

director of skills at

Vision+Media, says: “It is

critical to the continued

growth of the digital media

sector in the face of rapidly

changing technology and

the shifting media land-

scape.”

The NWDA has just set

up, with European Union

money, a £15m investment

fund for digital and creative

industries. It will make ven-

ture capital and develop-

ment capital investments.

However, as the govern-

ment swings the public sec-

tor axe, private funding will

rise in importance.

“We need to bring Lon-

don-based investors and tal-

ented people with ideas in

the north-west together,”

says Mr Coen at In the City.

“Success requires three pil-

lars: creative talent, invest-

ment and support services

and technical back-up.”

Continued from Page 1

Profile Alex Connock of Ten Alps
If the north-west is looking for a
new kind of digital business, it
already has a Mancunian chief
executive of a very modern style
of media enterprise.

Perhaps appropriately for a man
in his industry, Alex Connock is a
product of Footballers’ Wives
territory: he grew up in Bowdon
and now lives in Prestbury, both
places where many of the
neighbours wear studded boots
when they earn their living.

But he is not famed for his
fictional output. Mr Connock’s Ten
Alps has built a reputation for
producing top-drawer factual
programmes such as Panorama
and Dispatches films for the BBC
and Channel 4 respectively.

It also produces 600 magazines
from bases in Macclesfield and
Manchester, with a heavy
emphasis on internet content.
Then, between the two media,
Ten Alps, which Mr Connock
founded with Sir Bob Geldof in
1999, produces internet television

streams, such as Kent TV, an
online channel for Kent county
council. It also has an events and
exhibitions arm.

The whole group is not large in
revenue terms, reporting in early
June sales for 2009-10 down 16
per cent on the previous year at
£66.1m and pre-tax profits flat at
£3.2m. But it does punch above
its weight, with high ambitions
and a strong sense of being apart
from the mainstream media.

Mr Connock, an Oxford
graduate with an Insead MBA,
wants Manchester to show the
same independent fight. He is
proud of the region’s creative and
media heritage.

A governor of Manchester
Metropolitan University, and a
visiting professor at the Salford
University School of Media – an
honour he shares with Paul
Abbott, writer of Shameless and
State of Play, and Johnny Marr,
guitarist of The Smiths.

“Our trade magazine publishing

is very much in the tradition of
trade publishing in Manchester.
People have emphasised the TV
traditions of the city and the
regional newspapers, but there
has been trade publishing here for
a very long time, servicing the
nuts and bolts of the British
economy in a hands-on
way. And that has been
the role of Manchester in
the British media
economy for 50 or 60
years.”

Twenty-five years
ago, he says,
Granada television
transcended the
idea that all TV
ideas had to be
filtered through
London by
creating global
hits from
Manchester.

This is the
central challenge
that Manchester

faces, says Mr Connock – not to
see itself reflected through the
lens of London, but to go straight
to Munich or New York or
elsewhere with its good ideas.

“As a regional city, you don’t
succeed by making the capital

city appreciate you;
you succeed by
making the world
appreciate you and
then reflecting that

back to the
capital city.

“Munich
doesn’t need
Berlin’s
approval to
be a great
car
producer.
The same
needs to be
true of

Manchester.
“The

problem the
city had in the

past 15 years was allowing
London to be the arbiter of
whether Manchester did media
or not.”

Mr Connock points out that. in
football, Manchester did not need
London to create a global brand.
“The Manchester United brand
has massive, massive value for
Manchester,” he says.

“What Manchester need to do is
achieve the same level of global
traction with its media products
as Manchester United has done in
football.”

He points to the proximity of
Old Trafford, the Manchester
United ground, to the
MediaCityUK complex in Salford,
just across the ship canal.

“If you were looking for an
iconic way of describing to people
what they should be trying to
achieve, look out of the window
and think. That is how to do it: a
media brand made global.”

Ben Fenton

Climb every mountain:
Ten Alps’ Alex Connock
(right) with co-founder
Sir Bob Geldof

Watch this
space for
move by ITV

There is a large empty

space on the banks of the

Manchester Ship Canal. It is

waiting for ITV.

While all the attention in

the huge MediaCityUK

development at Salford

Quays has been on the pres-

ence of the BBC, many local

business people are wonder-

ing about the absence of the

UK’s largest commercial

broadcaster.

Under new management

in London, ITV has still to

decide whether to move

from the fabled Quay Street

studios, home of the Coro-

nation Street set, in the cen-

tre of Manchester, the few

miles to MediaCity’s Salford

location.

People close to the com-

pany say they came near to

a deal earlier in the year,

but it is still far from cer-

tain that ITV will come.

“Obviously, it would be

great to have them, but it

is their decision,” says

Sinead Greenaway, chief

executive of Peel Media

Group, the developers’ on-

site co-ordinator.

Peter Salmon, director of

BBC North and leader of

the corporation’s 2,500-

strong foray into MediaCity,

adds: “I think it would be

really desirable for ITV to

be there and to be honest I

think it would be a lost

opportunity for them if they

didn’t.”

That is a widely held view

in the north-west, where

the 36-acre site is seen as

the touchpaper for the

chance to do something

very special for the media

and digital industries – and

not just for the Manchester

and north-west region, but

the whole of northern

England.

The BBC is transferring a

number of large divisions

including Radio 5Live,

Sport, Children’s and the

Future Media and Technol-

ogy departments from Lon-

don, as well as the 750 staff

from its Oxford Road, Man-

chester, studios.

The University of Salford

has taken space for up to

700 students, while smaller

production companies and

support services for the

media industry have

already set up a beachhead

on the site in an anony-

mous building called, after

what it used to be, The Pie

Factory.

The first phase of the Peel

Group’s MediaCity adven-

ture will have 700,000 sq ft

of office space in five build-

ings, including 250,000 sq ft

of studios in what will be

some of the most advanced

video and audio facilities in

Europe.

Infrastructure facilities

include 378 apartments,

some of which command

views stretching far down

the Ship Canal in one direc-

tion and across to the Pen-

nines in the other.

There will be a 218-bed

hotel, 80,000 sq ft of retail

space and a five-acre

“piazza” where concerts can

be held in front of up to

5,000 people.

While some in Manches-

ter, and more in London,

have expressed scepticism

about the future of the

site, it certainly has more

coherence and a clearer

path to growth than the

Canary Wharf development

in east London did at the

same stage of its life. And

that now forms one of the

great financial hubs of the

world.

Robert Hough, chairman

of the Northwest Regional

Development Agency, says

that MediaCity is the “hub”

for all other possibilities for

digital and creative indus-

tries in the region.

“I think it really is a case

of ‘if you build it, they will

come’,” he says.

Mr Salmon agrees that

simply setting eyes on the

site and its inherent possi-

bilities was enough to per-

suade many BBC staff to

make the move some 185

miles from London.

“The typical proportion of

people who will move in an

exercise of this sort is 20

per cent, but we have just

about half of our people

coming here,” he says.

That will be seen as a

vote of confidence – not just

for the corporation, but the

project as a whole.

The BBC is at MediaCity

because it has a mandate

from the government to

spread its licence-fee funded

services out around the

whole of the UK. So it is

there for keeps.

The underpinning hope is

that this will persuade oth-

ers in the media industry

that it is worth joining, on

the simple grounds that

where the BBC goes, some

portion of its £3.5bn guaran-

teed annual funding fol-

lows.

But there is still a sense

that, on its own, the BBC

may not be enough.

One of the most enthusi-

astic supporters of Media-

City is Alex Connock. A

local boy and the product

of Manchester Grammar

School, he is now chief

executive of Ten Alps, one

of the UK’s most dynamic

production and publishing

companies with extensive

businesses in Macclesfield

and Manchester (see article
below).

“I would be pretty

amazed if ITV didn’t come,

and if they did, that would

be a pretty big moment,”

says Mr Connock.

“It has to be more than

just cheap office space and

a hope that you get tech

start-ups following the BBC.

“There is still a huge cap-

ital gap when those start-

ups get to the £2m revenue

point and that is where you

need venture capital funds.

“I’m a bit worried by the

lack of a VC structure,

because it’s a big question

how many long-term jobs

you make just by incubat-

ing start-ups.”

MediaCityUK
Will Britain’s
biggest commercial
broadcaster follow
the BBC into the
huge Salford site,
asks Ben Fenton

Picture remains bright as
BBC gears up for move

Manchester has long vied

with rivals such as Bir-

mingham and Glasgow, for

the title of the UK’s second

city. But when it comes to

TV and radio, there is no

dispute.

Manchester is home to far

and away the biggest broad-

casting cluster outside Lon-

don.

The BBC, even before its

impending expansion into

MediaCityUK, has always

had a big local presence, as

has ITV. The north-west’s

profile has been bolstered

by a number of broadcast-

ing firsts.

The 1958 Rochdale by-

election was the first Brit-

ish election to be televised,

BBC’s Top of the Pops was

launched from a converted

Manchester church in 1964,

and this month sees the

launch of Gaydio, the UK’s

first gay radio station.

According to the North-

west Regional Development

Agency (NWDA), the

region’s TV and film indus-

tries turn out more than 500

productions a year, making

up almost 1,500 hours.

Some 4,200 people are

employed in the region’s

TV, cable, and 90-plus inde-

pendent production compa-

nies. ITV and BBC, with

about 800 staff each, are the

sector’s biggest employers,

and this number will nearly

double after the BBC relo-

cates 1,500 staff to Salford’s

MediaCity.

The region’s growing

number of independent TV

production companies

includes Manchester’s Red

Production, founded by

Nicola Schindler, and Lime

Pictures in Liverpool,

which employs 500 staff.

Another 2,600 people

work in the radio sector.

The BBC, operating four

local radio stations, is the

biggest single employer and

its radio presence will soon

be boosted by the arrival of

Radio 5Live.

The regional radio market

is dominated by the output

of the local offshoots of the

big three commercial radio

groups – Bauer, Global

Radio, and the Guardian’s

GMG Radio.

Bauer runs Radio City,

Liverpool’s most popular

radio station, and also Man-

chester’s Key 103, which

battles Global Radio’s Gal-

axy for the title of Manches-

ter’s most listened to radio

station.

In one respect, the domi-

nance of Manchester and

the north-west in TV and

radio is not surprising.

Manchester is the de facto

capital of the north-west,

whose 6.8m population

makes it the biggest region

in the UK outside London

and the south-east.

With a population one

third bigger than Scot-

land’s, the region is always

going to have a demand for

local radio and TV.

However, the large popu-

lation did not prevent the

demise of Manchester’s

long-time role as the main

northern outpost for

national newspapers.

The Manchester Guardian

dominated the city for 138

years before its owners

dropped the name Manches-

ter and moved its base to

London in 1961. For many

years the Guardian’s Lon-

don operations were subsi-

dised by the profits of its

sister paper, The Manches-

ter Evening News (MEN).

But this year the Guard-

ian Media Group sold the

MEN to Trinity Mirror, a

newspaper group that had

been based in Liverpool for

120 years, before it switched

to London in 1999, as a

result of its merger with the

Mirror Group.

The resilience of the

north-west TV and radio

sector, in contrast to the

decline of the region’s

print media, has more to do

with the 1956 launch of

Granada’s commercial TV

franchise, than with the

BBC.

Granada differed from

other ITV franchises by

establishing from the very

beginning a strong local

identity, with the result

that the north-west is still

known as Granadaland.

Unlike the other regional

ITV franchises, which

sourced much of their pro-

duction output from Lon-

don, Granada built a large

studio complex in Manches-

ter’s city centre four years

before the BBC had built its

own BBC Television Centre

at London’s White City.

“Granada made TV

programmes in the north;

for northerners, reflecting

northern culture and atti-

tudes”, says Peter Salmon,

who heads the BBC’s Media

City operations.

Granada’s success was

not just based on “north-

ern” programmes, such as

Coronation Street, but also

on a stream of popular

dramas, including Brides-
head Revisited and The
Jewel in the Crown. Its out-

put ranged from successful

quiz shows, such as The
Krypton Factor and Univer-

sity Challenge, to the award

winning World in Action
documentaries.

However, ITV has been

slimming its Manchester

operations in response to its

growing financial problems.

Last year it closed the

world famous Cosgrove Hall

animated cartoon studio.

This had been set up in 1976

by two former Manchester

Art School students, who

worked together at Gra-

nada.

The collapse of ITV’s

importance as a regional

broadcaster underlines why

the BBC’s move to MediaC-

ity is so important for the

north-west. It will help

rebuild the critical broad-

casting mass which used to

exist in Granada’s heyday.

The fact that Granada’s

existing studios are coming

close to the end of their use-

ful life – like BBC Televi-

sion Centre – has opened up

the possibility that ITV

could soon move into Medi-

aCity alongside the BBC.

In an ideal world, ITV

would be the BBC’s princi-

pal partner in MediaCity

which is designed to create

a huge northern production

base for the media where

inhouse and independent

production can thrive

alongside one another.

What is good for the BBC

in developing broadcasting

craft skills and setting up a

vibrant production sector,

could also benefit ITV.

Television and radio

The biggest cluster
outside London has
shown its resilience,
says William Hall

Granada built a big
studio complex in
Manchester and
the north-west
is still known
as Granadaland

MediaCityUK in Salford: even before its impending expansion into the complex, the BBC has had a big local presence, as has ITV

Peter Salmon: leads foray
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High-speed networks help businesses make connections

What do you need to start a

creative company in the digital

age? A couple of laptops, broad-

band access, a good idea and a

shipping container, according to

people behind the latest media

development in Manchester.

The £16.5m Sharp Project has

taken the vast former distribu-

tion centre for the Japanese

electronics group and converted

it into a home for the creative

community. Where TVs and

videos were once housed, con-

tent will be produced for the

computers and DVDs that are

replacing them.

Sue Woodward, the former

managing director of Granada

TV who is now in charge of the

Sharp Project, says: “The three

priorities for us are connectiv-

ity, affordability and power. We

want to bring people who create

and monetise digital content

together in a place where they

want to be.

“We have stripped out every-

thing that might put up the cost

of developing this place because

that cost would have to be

passed on to our customers.”

While smarter offices are

available, glass-walled shipping

containers are more popular at

just £45 a week. The 62 available

are already filling up. Rents

elsewhere start at £10 a sq foot

including service charges and

1GB broadband access. There is

200,000 sq ft of space including

sound stages, equipment stores

and a “club” area where those

in town for the day can have

meetings and check e-mail.

The city is also home to the

Manchester Network Access

Point, a big internet traffic hub

that helps provide the UK’s

access to worldwide networks.

MaNAP is a membership-

owned organisation, established

in 1997 to enable internet com-

panies in the north and Mid-

lands to interconnect without

the huge cost of running cir-

cuits to London and back. A

fixed telecoms line to the US

has just been completed, surfac-

ing at Southport.

The access point helped

spawn several internet service

providers. Rochdale-based Zen

Internet was one of the first and

is now doubling its workforce to

200 people.

The big cities also have their

own free wireless networks.

Manchester council is putting

a broadband link around the

university areas known as the

Oxford Road corridor to connect

businesses and homes at up to

100 times current speeds.

Liverpool is looking to plug in

through its own broadband link

to MediaCityUK in Salford. Phil

Redmond, a television pioneer,

says such infrastructure will be

more important than studio

space in an age when Google

could become a broadcaster.

Lime Pictures, a company he

created but has now sold, has a

big digital content arm as well

as traditional large TV studio

space at its Liverpool base. The

city has its Ropewalks quarter

with a cluster of digital compa-

nies housed in old warehouses.

Former mill towns such as

Burnley, with plenty of ware-

houses ripe for conversion, hope

to exploit transport links to cre-

ate digital clusters of their own.

A new university campus there

is to host an access point for

NorthernNet, a £15m superfast

broadband network with 1GB

capacity across the north of

England.

It has already borne fruit,

with three creative and media

agencies producing a World Cup

anthem after only one face-to-

face meeting. They met on

NorthernNet’s NorthernKnow-

ledge, a website portal for dig-

ital and creative industries.

Mercedes Clark Smith, project

director of NorthernNet Innova-

tion and Collaboration Project,

says: “NorthernNet will give

agencies an edge in creativity

and quality, as directors are

able to work more securely and

faster.”

The airports in Manchester

and Liverpool continue to grow.

“Many European companies

find it easier to get to the north-

west than London because the

airports are nearer town,” says

Philip Coen of In the City, an

annual music industry forum in

Manchester.

The only snag is that much of

this is financed by public money

and cuts are on the way, as the

UK slashes its budget deficit.

Peel Media, which is develop-

ing MediaCity, has criticised the

Northwest Regional Develop-

ment Agency (NWDA) and Man-

chester council for financing the

Sharp Project, which it regards

as subsidised competition. How-

ever, Peel’s site has benefited

from £30m of NWDA funding.

The agency says the Sharp

Project aims to provide afforda-

ble space that will create a tal-

ent pool for MediaCity.

Increasingly, the sector must

rely on itself. Photolink, a mid-

sized advertising and marketing

company, has some of the big-

gest and best-equipped photo-

graphy studios in the UK in

Ardwick, a gritty former indus-

trial area. “We have our own

media city here,” says David

Walter, its founder.

Another is springing up in the

Northern Quarter, a hip area of

former warehouses along Man-

chester’s canals.

The Neighbourhood, an ani-

mation studio that has worked

with Sony, Renault and Nike, is

converting a Grade Two-listed

former workshop and showroom

into its new offices.

Called 24, it will also house

other creatives, including stu-

dents, attracted by the 1GB

internet connection and the

chance to collaborate with com-

panies in similar fields.

Ben Davies, managing direc-

tor, says: “It’s a new way of

working, creating a neighbour-

hood.”

Infrastructure
Andrew Bounds logs
on to a wide range of
web-based projects

Digital agencies
add to region’s
marketing mix

Tthe recent launch of

Wenlock and Man-

deville, the two

mascots for Lon-

don’s 2012 Olympics, gives a

clue as to why the north-

west can claim to be the

UK’s biggest hub for adver-

tising and marketing out-

side London.

While much of the high-

profile design work was

done by Iris, a fast growing

London-based creative

agency, and Beijing’s CG

Crystal, a leading digital

media company, McCann

Manchester, the north-

west’s biggest advertising

agency, played an impor-

tant behind the-scenes role.

Over the next couple of

years Wenlock and Mande-

ville will be going on a dig-

ital tour to promote the

Olympic and Paralympic

games.

McCann Manchester will

be helping them interact

with their fans through a

social networking platform

that has been built with the

aid of Cisco, the US net-

working group.

“These two mascots have

amazing and unique charac-

teristics and we’re

extremely proud to be the

digital guardians who will

support their online adven-

tures over the next two

years,” Sue Little, chief

executive of McCann Man-

chester, said in a recent

interview with How-Do, the

north-west media website.

McCann, which is part of

Interpublic, the US advertis-

ing and marketing services

giant, is one of the main-

stays of a north-west adver-

tising cluster that includes

branches of most of the glo-

bal agencies such as

CheethamBell JWT (WPP),

and TBWA (Omnicom), as

well as the main media buy-

ers such as Mediaedge,

MediaVest, and PHD North.

It is also home to a grow-

ing number of digital agen-

cies. Probably the most suc-

cessful is Manchester’s

Code Computer Love, which

has created marketing

strategies and websites for

top UK brand names rang-

ing from HMV and PZ Cuss-

ons to Waterstones.

Some of the digital new-

comers, such as Rippleffect,

have already been swal-

lowed up by bigger quoted

media groups, in this case

Trinity Mirror.

Others, such as Flame

Digital and Idaho, have had

their problems. But several

other independents, such as

MagneticNorth, an adviser

to blue-chip clients such as

Kellogg’s and Sony Music,

go from strength to

strength.

According to a recent

How-Do report on the

north-west’s advertising

industry, there are 500

advertising businesses and

consultancies in the region,

and more than half of these

employ less than five staff.

Only six have more than

200 staff.

Fudge, a Bolton-based dig-

ital agency set up by David

Eccles 10 years ago, is typi-

cal of the growing number

of smaller success stories in

the region’s highly frag-

mented advertising and

marketing sector.

Employing just 14 staff, it

counts Orange among its

clients, and often finds

itself working with bigger

agencies on projects in New

York and Paris.

“We often work with peo-

ple we have never met,”

says Mr Eccles. “Conversa-

tions can start via e-mail,

phone or even Twitter. The

days when you had to have

a physical presence [over-

seas] are long gone.”

Fudge is undaunted by

the scale of the competition

from London-based agen-

cies. Roughly half its busi-

ness already comes from

outside the north-west, and

it is picking up an increas-

ing amount from London

and overseas.

The agency is one of the

survivors in a sector which

has probably shed 800 jobs

in the recession. The recent

results of the handful of

quoted marketing services

companies with interests in

the north-west underlines

the difficult times facing

many agencies in the

region.

Media Square, which

moved its head office from

Macclesfield to London at

the end of last year, lost

£21m in its last financial

year and its workforce has

more than halved to 730.

Hasgrove, which owns

Manchester agencies such

as Amaze, Odyssey and The

Chase, reported a two-thirds

drop in its 2009 pre-tax prof-

its, to £1.47m.

Charlotte Thompson,

business development direc-

tor of BJL, an independent

Manchester agency whose

clients include Hilton hotels

and Asda, remains upbeat

about the longer-term pros-

pects for the region’s adver-

tising sector.

She highlights recent

examples of north-west

agencies winning against

strong London competition

– TBWA and The Co-opera-

tive Group and BJL and

Typhoo tea.

“It was a commonly held

view that the capital had

the best talent, which is

why the top brands went

there,” says Ms Thompson.

But she sees signs this is

changing, and a regional

model is emerging that is

much more like the US,

with New York, Chicago

and other regional centres

boasting strong creative

reputations and clients.

Scott McCubbin, of design

agency Glorious Creative,

agrees. “When national

brands such as HMV,

Waterstones and British

Airways are appointing

north-west agencies, you

have to view that as a

breakthrough,” he says.

Another sign of Manches-

Advertising
The industry is
thriving, says
William Hall

High fives: a still of Wenlock and Mandeville, the London 2012 Olympics and Paralympics mascots, from the official film launched last month

Profile 2ergo dials into mobile services revolution

Thousands of US soccer fans will be
tapping into their mobile phones to
stay on top of the action in this
month’s World Cup in South Africa –
thanks to the technology of 2ergo, a
small mobile services provider based in
MediaCityUK, less than three miles
from Manchester’s city centre.

US soccer fans can download Ticket
to South Africa, a free iPhone
application provided by 2ergo to Fox
Soccer Channel. It provides the latest
news, stats, play-by-play information
and video clips of their favourite
teams.

The explosion in the use of mobile
smart phones, and the downloading of
applications (apps), are revolutionising
the way businesses communicate with
consumers.

According to Google, the US internet
giant, there are more than 2bn mobile
subscribers in the world who can
access the internet via their handsets,
compared with 1bn laptop users with
internet access.

Barry Sharples and Neale Graham,
two telecoms engineers who founded
2ergo in 1999, regard the mobile
phone as akin to a “life-style and
business remote control”, which can
provide everything that the user needs
in terms of connectivity and
information.

2ergo’s products and services are
being used by blue chip customers
ranging from O2, Orange and
Vodafone, the UK’s three largest
mobile network operators, to Procter &
Gamble, the consumer goods
conglomerate, and Guardian Media
Group.

The company has invested
significantly in an effort to capitalise on
the boom in mobile services in some

of the fastest growing regions in the
world. Recent acquisitions mean it now
has offices in Manchester, London,
Washington, New York, New Delhi,
Mumbai, Sydney and Buenos Aires.

It has won a four-year contract with
Transport for London to provide mobile
information for its 3bn-plus passengers
and it is expanding into India, where
there are some 500m mobile users,
with numbers still growing by some
15m a month.

2ergo’s revenues jumped from less
than £5m when it floated in 2004, to
£32.6m in 2008. However, last year
revenues fell nearly a third, to £22.7m,
as the company refocused on higher-
margin direct sales, and cut back on
low-margin wholesale business.

Staff have increased from 82 to 177
over the past year, and the company
says there has been a “doubling of
pipeline and work in progress” over the
past six months.

Numis, the company’s broker, is
forecasting a one third jump in
revenues, to £29m, next year.
Underlying demand and customer

interest in mobile phone apps “appear
strong”, says Numis, giving the
potential for a “significant ramp-up” in
2ergo’s revenues at some point.

But Barry Sharples, 2ergo’s co-chief
executive, is conscious that the stock
market remains suspicious about its
growth prospects. “We appreciate that
any company providing disruptive and
transformational technology solutions
like 2ergo is breaking new ground and
needs to overcome many hurdles
before acceptance”, he says.

However, he remains convinced that
2ergo has the potential to emerge as
one of the winners in the rapidly
changing mobile services world.

It continues to prove its mobile
technology with blue chip clients
around the world, providing
“unprecedented service levels”, which
has helped 2ergo develop a client base
which pays regular monthly
management fees to access its
services.

“Mobile communications is highly
complex, which has provided the
perfect environment to develop our
unique technology”, says Mr Sharples.
The increased complexity of handsets,
networks and communication protocols
over the past 10 years means that the
barriers to entry have risen for
prospective competitors.

“Against this backdrop of proven
ability, extensive intellectual property,
and the raising of a competitive bar,
we are confident of our long-term
prospects, as more and more
organisations realise what can be
achieved by working with 2ergo to
harness the mobile channel”, says Mr
Sharples.

William Hall

ter’s renaissance as an

advertising and marketing

hub is the imminent

relaunch of the 90-year-old

Manchester Publicity Asso-

ciation (MPA), chaired by

Mike Perls, founder of MC2,

a public relations and

marketing services agency.

He wants to increase the

MPA’s membership fivefold

to 4,000 by the year-end,

and create an organisation

that can champion the

north-west on a regional,

national and global scale.

Only by getting all the

various strands of the

north-west media and crea-

tive businesses talking and

working together can the

region’s media industries

really take off, says Mr

Perls.

Ringing endorsement: Barry Sharples

Some newcomers
have already been
swallowed up by
bigger quoted
media groups
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On a balmy summer evening

last July, a crowd of several

thousand swayed as they

watched a live relay from the

Bridgewater Hall in Manchester.

What could provoke such excite-

ment at a venue known for the

sublime but restrained classical

repertoire of the Hallé Orches-

tra? Local heroes Elbow were

playing with the full orchestra

as part of the Manchester Inter-

national Festival in what one

national reviewer called a “hyp-

notic and inspirational” show..

Guy Garvey, the award-

winning band’s singer, said his

Dad took him to the Hallé as a

boy and the night was a love

song to his home city. He

worked with Joe Dudell, a local

contemporary composer, to

orchestrate the band’s work.

The collaboration summed up

the power of music in the north-

west, a production line not just

of great pop bands but classical

musicians.

A year earlier, it had been

Liverpool’s turn, when Sir Paul

McCartney rocked Anfield,

home of Liverpool Football

Club, as part of the city’s cele-

brations as European capital of

culture. His classical work Ecce
Cor Meum was also performed

at Liverpool’s Anglican cathe-

dral.

Liverpool has the Philhar-

monic and the McCartney-

sponsored Liverpool Institute

for the Performing Arts. Man-

chester hosts the Royal North-

ern College of Music and

Chetham’s, a boarding school

for gifted classical musicians.

Claire Hickman, headteacher

of Chethams, says four-fifths of

its 300 students go on to work in

the music industry, often play-

ing in orchestras. “This is not a

school where you go on to

appear in ‘Pop Idol’. It is based

on classical repertoire, with con-

temporary and electronic music

too,” she says.

Founded in 1653, Chetham’s

was a failing grammar school in

1969, when a group of teachers

decided to convert it into a

music school. Pupils are

selected purely on musical

potential. A quarter come from

the region and 10 per cent from

overseas.

The school is undergoing a

£27m refurbishment that will

create new teaching rooms and

a concert hall to house the free

lunchtime concerts that the

pupils give.

It will also open its mediaeval

heart to visitors. The campus

includes a library that remains

as it would have looked in the

17th century, when it was built

in the hope that Manchester

would become England’s third

university after Oxford and

Cambridge.

That honour went to Durham

but shows that Manchester did

not lack ambition even in those

days. “Manchester is a vibrant

creative city and it is an asset to

be here,” says Ms Hickman.

Few areas of the world have

the rich musical heritage of the

north-west.

While Manchester and Liver-

pool have had their fair share of

bands, from The Beatles to the

Zutons, even smaller towns are

a cradle of talent. Wigan pro-

duced the Verve, Northwich the

Charlatans and Blackpool has

Little Boots, the UK’s answer to

Lady Gaga.

Northern bands, such as The

Beatles and Oasis, have tradi-

tionally headed for London once

they made it, but Philip Coen, of

In the City, an annual Manches-

ter music conference, says that

is no longer necessary.

“The north-west has lacked

the infrastructure. There

weren’t the agents, the manag-

ers and the professional serv-

ices. If you wanted a great

media lawyer you went to Lon-

don. Session musicians and

other technical expertise were

there too.

“To see a music company, you

jumped in a car and went to

Shepherd’s Bush.

“The region is gaining critical

mass. A lot of bands will base

themselves in the north-west

now the infrastructure is here.”

Tony Wilson, who with his

partner Yvette Livesey founded

In the City in 1991, did more

than most to create that critical

mass. His Factory empire in the

1980s and 1990s spanned clubs, a

music label and DJs, while he

continued to promote bands on

Granada TV.

He helped foster bands such

as New Order and the Happy

Mondays and inspired others

such as the Stone Roses.

In the City still launches

bands, from Oasis to the Arctic

Monkeys. Acts that played there

have produced 17 number one

singles and 47 number one

albums. Some 19 have been

nominated for the Mercury

Music Prize, with three winners

– Suede, Badly Drawn Boy and

the Arctic Monkeys. Thirteen

have shared 34 Brit Awards.

Only 30 of the 3,000 acts that

apply to play at In the City are

chosen.

Liverpool has its own Sound

City festival and the free Mat-

thew Street Festival, which last

year attracted 300,000 people.

You can still listen to bands in

the Cavern Club, where the

Beatles started out, and though

superclub Cream has closed,

Creamfields, its outdoor dance

festival, remains one of the most

popular in the UK.

There is more to come. The

Mobo awards for black music

will be held in the city this year,

only the second time they have

left London.

And there is a campaign to

turn Birkenhead’s grandiose

former town hall into a tribute

to another favoured son, Wirral-

born John Peel. The Radio 1 DJ,

who broadcast for 40 years

before his death in 2005, helped

break bands such as The Fall,

PJ Harvey and Orbital, who

went on to work with Madonna.

The John Peel Centre for

Community, Innovation and the

Creative Arts would include a

theatre and studio space, arts

workshops and academy, the

John Peel archive, business and

enterprise centre, a wedding

and conference venue.

While The Fall remained

Peel’s favourite band, one of his

favourite songs was shared with

40,000 others who sing it at

Anfield every game, “You’ll

Never Walk Alone”.

Music
Andrew Bounds tunes
in to a production line
of rhythm and talent

There is a campaign
to turn Birkenhead’s
grandiose former
town hall into a fitting
tribute to DJ John Peel

From classical to rock, artistes
strike a chord with audiences

Artful artistes (clockwise from
top left): The Ting Tings
(Katie White and Jules de
Martino), Jason Manford,
Mark Radcliffe and
Stuart Maconie, Carol-Ann Duffy,
Paul Abbott, Peter Hook;
Sir Paul McCartney (below left),
Danny Boyle (below right)

Cultural talent from across the region

The north-west seems to

throw up writers,

musicians and artists

like nowhere else in the

UK, many of them the sons

and daughters of Irish

immigrants. Here is a selection

of some of those who are

having most impact on the

industries they work in today.

Film

Danny Boyle
The Oscar-winning film

director still retains strong

links with his home in Greater

Manchester, although most of

his time is spent in Hollywood.

After winning eight academy

awards with Slumdog
Millionaire, he took one

statuette down to his local

Catholic social club.

He is now being lined up to

direct the opening ceremony of

the Olympics. Organisers

reportedly wanted his talent for

grand spectacle but there is no-

one better to reflect British life

today. although his best known

films are based outside the

region, he has collaborated

with Frank Cottrell Boyce, also

of Irish Catholic descent, the

Liverpool-born script writer

who worked on Coronation
Street and screenplays such as

Welcome to Sarajevo and 24
Hour Party People.

TV

Paul Abbott
The north-west has produced

many fine writers, including

Alan Bleasdale, but few as

commercially successful as

Paul Abbott. Burnley-born, he

started like many on

Coronation Street and then

created a string of successful

series such as Clocking Off, the

latest being Shameless, about

the marginalised communities

in workless-class Manchester.

He is working on Shameless
USA. He has his own TV

production company that

makes Shameless in south

Manchester and spends plenty

of time in the region. State of
Play, his TV drama, was

adapted into a film starring

Russell Crowe. Along with

Jimmy McGovern, with whom

he worked on Cracker, he has

helped keep alive the tradition

of gritty British TV drama in a

multimedia age.

Jason Manford
The tradition of working men’s

clubs has produced many

fine comics, who hone

their skills on the

toughest audiences

around.

While the likes of

Bernard Manning

and Rob “Chubby”

Brown set out to

offend, many

more are

grounded

in the

tradition of

family

entertainment, rich in

puns and double

entendres. Manford, a burly lad

with a chummy style who

adopts an everyman persona,

learned the power of one-liners

from the likes of Eric

Morecambe and even Ken

Dodd.

But it was Peter Kay, the

soft-spoken Boltonian, who

inspired him to perform. When

he returns from a sell-out

tour he is to front the

One Show, BBC1’s early

evening magazine

programme.

Still only 29, it

is a meteoric rise

for a man who

performed his

first stand-up

routine at 17,

while

a

glass

collector at

a

Manchester

comedy club

after the booked act did not

turn up.

Music

Peter Hook
Heir to the Madchester legacy,

Peter Hook, the New Order

bassist, helped British music

move from punk to the

electronic age and on to dance

music, and now DJs around the

world. Salford-born, he was a

permanent fixture in Joy

Division and New Order with

school friend Bernard Sumner.

He was left to pick up the

pieces after the Hacienda club,

run at a loss with New Order’s

money, closed in 1997.

He has just published a book,

How not to run a club,
detailing the experience.

“As far was as we were

concerned, it was history

we were making, not money,”

he says. Undaunted, he has

now opened the refurbished

former Factory Records site as

a club, FAC251, just down the

road from the Hacienda, which

is now apartments. He is also

making money with the rights

to the Factory and Hacienda

brands, with clothing and other

products.

The Ting Tings
Manchester’s music scene

moves in waves and riding the

crest of the current one are

duo Katie White and Jules de

Martino. They met when Ms

White was fresh out of school

in Wigan and began working in

an arts complex in Salford

known as the Mill, where they

played free gigs. Though Mr de

Martino was from London, he

moved north to refine their

sound and they dubbed

themselves the “Sonny and

Cher of Salford Precincts”.

In the best tradition of indie

music they pressed their first

single, 2007’s “That’s Not My

Name”, by hand. They don’t

pay homage to their north-west

ancestry – Ms White only

discovered The Smiths when

Johnny Marr, the 1980s group’s

guitarist, rented space at the

Mill. However, her chippiness

and defiant lyrics could be

mined from a seam stretching

back through Liam Gallagher

of Oasis, Ian Brown of the

Stone Roses to Mark E Smith

of The Fall. Their second

album is being recorded in

Berlin.

Sir Paul McCartney
He may have left

Liverpool for London

in the late 1960s, but

his influence

remains huge. He

founded Liverpool

Institute for the

Performing Arts

and is the go-to

man for any big

cultural event

in the city.

He played

when

it was

European

Capital

of

Culture

in 2008

and produced a welcome video

for the city’s pavilion at the

Expo 2010 in Shanghai. The

Beatles draw hundreds of

thousands of tourists to the

city every year. They can visit

the Cavern Club and the

Beatles Story, whose profits

help keep the famous Mersey

ferries running.

Literature

Carol-Ann Duffy
A Scot by birth but a

Mancunian by profession, Duffy

is one of a number of poets to

have made the genre

fashionable again. She has also

written successful plays. She

was made Poet Laureate in

2009, the first woman to attain

the position. She moved to

Manchester in 1995 to teach at

Manchester Metropolitan

University and is studied by

most schoolchildren studying

English. “I like to use simple

words, but in a complicated

way,” she says, which may

explain her popularity.

Radio

Mark Radcliffe and
Stuart Maconie
Long before MediaCity, the

award-winning radio duo did

more than anyone to put BBC

Manchester on the map. Their

evening shows on Radio 2,

along with Mr Radcliffe’s early

Radio 1 with Marc Riley, have

created a centre of gravity that

Manchester lacked after

Granada TV, the independent

channel, was folded into the

national ITV in the 1990s. Mr

Maconie, who started out

writing about music for the

New Musical Express, also

fronts TV documentaries about

the north. He has written

travel books that have been

compared to Bill Bryson’s.

Mr Radcliffe has

moved into radio

production with Count
Arthur Strong’s Radio
Show, a Radio Four

comedy.

Mr Maconie’s BBC

Radio Six show fills a

gap left by the

death of John

Peel, the

Merseyside

-born DJ,

in break-

ing new

bands.

Who’s Who
Andrew Bounds
profiles big names
from film, TV, music,
literature and radio

Games industry Underground niche is now mainstream
The games industry has quietly become as
ubiquitous as the film industry and the north-west
has equally quietly become a leader in it.
Merseyside vies with Dundee and the south-west
for the title of Britain’s games industry capital.

The UK has a £4bn industry and the north-west
generates £300m a year, with a workforce of at
least 4,000. Sony has its largest UK games
development centre in Liverpool and there are
many independent developers that feed into it and
other centres.

“The UK remains a beacon for the global games
development industry and the north-west has been
a creative hub within the UK scene for many
years,” says Michael Denny, who is based in
Liverpool and is senior vice-president of Sony
Computer Entertainment Europe.

The global industry is worth some £20bn
worldwide, according to Experian, the data services
group.

A recent report by Business Link, a public sector
business advisory service, and How-Do, an online
magazine about the north-west’s creative scene,
noted that it was a mainstream industry – even if
some investors had not realised.

“No longer is it an ‘underground’ niche occupied
solely by spotty, anorak-wearing, socially-
challenged teenagers who wouldn’t know what the
real world looked like were it not depicted in pixels
on an HDTV screen,” it said.

“These days it’s big, big business – in many
ways, certainly financially – and it’s comparable
with the movie industry. You can’t escape video
games in the 21st century.”

The north-west’s position owes much to early
pioneers. Ian
Hetherington and
Jonathan Ellis
founded
Psygnosis, which
25 years ago
designed and
published games
for home computers
such as the ZX
Spectrum. Lemmings,
launched by Psygnosis
in 1991, is estimated to
have sold more than 15m
copies.

The two sold the
company to Sony and Mr
Hetherington went on to
found Evolution in Runcorn,
which he also later sold to the
Japanese giant.

However, two trends threaten
the sector’s development. The
first is a perceived lack of
government support. Countries
such as France and Canada
have offered significant
subsidies to attract games
companies. They have
leapfrogged the UK to take a
place just behind the US and
Japan in the league table.

Data recently published by
M2 Research show that there
were an estimated 11,488
global job losses in the games
industry between late 2008 and

2009, according to Tiga, the umbrella body for the
UK games industry.

“The US accounted for 71 per cent of these
losses. Europe accounted for 13 per cent of
redundancies, with the UK making up 81 per cent
of the European total. Conversely, Canada suffered
a mere 2 per cent of lay-offs.”

Eidos, which created Tomb Raider, closed its
Manchester development studios in 2008. Ian
Livingstone, its president, said in 2009: “We’re
now the most expensive country in the world in
which to develop.”

The Northwest Regional Development Agency is
to invest £2m in Sony in a training programme to
ensure it maintains its centres, which create,
produce and test Playstation games, rather than
move to a lower cost location.

Sony says: “At a time when many IT companies
are investing in a cheaper overseas workforce, the
NWDA grant has allowed us to underpin our
position in the north-west, where we employ 700
people. Our people and facilities in the north-west
lie at the heart of our plans.”

More such deals may be necessary, as foreign
companies become increasingly dominant – the
second trend threatening the sector.

Mr Livingstone says: “In the past six years, half
of the independent UK development studios have
closed or been bought by foreign publishers, who
see more value in our studios and intellectual
property than we do ourselves. We’ll end up being
a work-for-hire nation.”

Juice, in Warrington, which sold 5m copies of its
Juice and Juice 2 racing games, is owned by Los
Angeles-based THQ. Warner Brothers has bought
Traveller’s Tales in Knutsford, which makes the
Lego series of games, such as Lego Star Wars. In
Liverpool, Bizarre Creations, which has 200
employees, was recently bought by Activision, the
Santa Monica-based creator of Guitar Hero.

John Walsh, Liverpool studio head for Redoubt,
which also designs games at Runcorn, says: “A lot
of people with money don’t understand games.
The people with the best ideas don’t know how to
sell them either.”

His company is now owned by Rebellion, an
Oxford-based studio which is one of the few with
deep enough pockets to make acquisitions. Mr

Walsh admits it is a risky business: “10 per cent
of the games make 90 per cent of the

money,” he says.
Mr Walsh began testing games for

Evolution at 14 and joined it straight from
school. He says there is a dearth of talent,

as university courses are outdated and
many graduates lack basic skills.

According to Business Link, there
are 81 video games courses on

offer at UK universities, but only
four are accredited by Skillset,
the skills council for the creative
industry, and so taken seriously
by the games industry.

Mr Walsh says: “We should
be going into primary schools
and telling pupils if they want
to be games designers they
need good maths and
English. The rest we can
teach them.”
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Into battle:
Traveller’s
Tales in
Knutsford
makes games
such as Lego
Star Wars
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