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Uniting digital and world-class 
manufacturing with Teesside’s
revamped DigitalCity

Teesside’s thriving digital sector - worth £87 million to the 
local economy - wouldn’t exist to the extent that it does 
today without input and investment from DigitalCity. A 
project led by Teesside University and the Tees Valley 
Combined Authority, DigitalCity has helped launch over 
200 businesses and created over 220 jobs since 2008. An 
achievement which has contributed to Teesside becoming 
one of the most innovative regions in the UK according 
to the Enterprise Research Centre (ERC). In June 2016, 
however, following the appointment of new Director Rob 
Earnshaw, the project was put on hold. Rob explained: 
“DigitalCity has offered fantastic support to the region’s 
digital sector during the last ten years, but still not enough 
people know who we are or what support we offer. It was 
important to review our products and services and look to 
re-launch the DigitalCity proposition in 2017.” 

Rob, founder of Creative North and an entrepreneur 
since leaving school in 2008, described himself as 
“overwhelmed” by the number of “unbelievable” 
innovators he’d met in Teesside since taking on the 
DigitalCity directorship. He is adamant that the region 
has all the right ingredients to be a “go-to place” for 
rewarding careers working in the UK’s growing digital 
sector. But Rob recognises that perceptions of Teesside as 
a ‘failing industrial region’ still deter investment and talent. 
‘Industry’, Rob argues, should be at the centre of any 
regional promotional campaign, and Teesside’s industrial 
heritage will play a key role in DigitalCity’s plans to change 
negative perceptions of the region in 2017. He explained; 
“Teesside’s association with heavy industry has been turned 
into a stigma over the years. DigitalCity wants to help 
change this by uniting the region’s digital expertise and 
with its world-class capabilities in advanced manufacturing, 
across multiple industries.”

Industry 4.0, the ‘buzz-phrase’ used to describe a 
hypothetical fourth industrial revolution, influenced 
the decision to reposition DigitalCity. The idea behind 
Industry 4.0 is that the evolutionary cycle which began 
with mechanical production in the 1700s and moved 
on to mass production and later automated production 
has now reached its natural end. A new cycle is now 



beginning with the rise of digitised production. Technologies 
associated with Big data and the Internet of Things are 
enabling machines and factories to talk to each other, thus 
improving efficiencies and reducing costs. Germany and 
France are already making progress in digitalising traditional 
industries and Government has acknowledged the UK is at 
risk of falling behind if it doesn’t follow their example. With 
Teesside being so dependent on the success of its industrial 
sector, Rob believes it’s essential that Government industrial 
strategy has Teesside at the heart of it. “The area is home 
to Europe’s second-largest chemical processing plant; we 
have a huge automotive industry and one of the largest 
ports in the UK. The University also has researchers working 
on Industry 4.0 solutions. It’s the best place in Europe to 
innovate, pilot and excel in these technologies.”

When people think about businesses offering digital 
products and services, they usually imagine web, app or 
game developers. While Rob acknowledges that these firms 
played a vital role in establishing Teesside’s digital sector, he 
believes it’s time for the region’s stakeholders to be more 
strategic in their approach to helping accelerate growth. 
DigitalCity, therefore, will take the lead in moving away from 
supporting what he called “typical digital entrepreneurs” 
and instead invest more in product-led innovation aimed 
at future-proofing Teesside’s factories. “SSI failed because 
its factory wasn’t efficient enough. Yes, we may have a 
competitive edge in other manufacturing areas, but risk 
further failures if our manufacturers don’t become early 
adopters of Industry 4.0 technologies.” 

Promoting innovation in Industry 4.0 technology, he hopes, 
will also raise the profile of DigitalCity’s services to a wider 
North East and UK audience. He likened the opportunity 
to the era following the discovery of iron ore in Cleveland 
in 1850, which led to the founding of Middlesbrough and 
a subsequent economic boom for the region. “It was an 
exciting time to be in Teesside. Iron and steel produced in 

the area became integral to the second industrial revolution, 
used to build bridges all over the world. We want to recreate 
that excitement around the digital sector. Our message 
is simple: If you want to develop technologies that will 
play a vital role in the fourth industrial revolution, come to 
Teesside.”

It’s an inspiring call to action, but one which has its 
obstacles. Rob notes how many manufacturers haven’t 
yet realised the potential of Industry 4.0 technologies, and 
part of DigitalCity’s challenge will be convincing traditional 
industry to pay attention. A specific problem is an inherent 
fear that new technologies are ‘disruptive.’ Disruptive 
technology is a phrase Rob thinks should be banned, 
arguing that ‘enabling technology’ would be a better term 
as “innovative technologies help businesses grow.” On 
the question of jobs, Rob said it would be naïve to think 
‘smart machines’ wouldn’t replace some functional roles. 
However, improving efficiencies within factories through 
using 4.0 technologies won’t lead to the scale of job losses 
experienced, for example, at SSI. He added that only by 
refusing to adapt does the technology become disruptive, 

Our message is simple: 
If you want to develop 
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the fourth industrial 
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with early adopters likely to grow quickly ahead of their 
competitors.

Another barrier to achieving this vision for Teesside, in 
Rob’s view, is that technical programming skills are still 
largely focused on web, app and game development. “Lots 
of talented people are coming out of universities and then 
working for these types of companies, or they’re working for 
these companies and getting upskilled within the context of 
these professions. They don’t realise their skills can be used 
in different areas outside of these traditional settings; i.e. to 
digitise a factory.” Industry 4.0, rather, provides opportunities 
for talented people to innovate in different markets. “Being a 
programmer shouldn’t narrow your career options, but allow 
you to choose to work across a breadth of different types of 
organisations and sectors.” 

A shortage of digital talent is stifling growth in Teesside 
anyway. This is another problem DigitalCity wants to address 
and help to resolve moving forward. Rob contends that there 
has been too much focus on encouraging and investing in start-
ups. “The consequence of this is that sought-after programmers 
and developers have removed themselves from the job market, 
disadvantaging established businesses who desperately need 
the talent to grow.” Investment, he claims, should instead be 
aimed at upscaling established businesses, as well as those 
entrepreneurs that have taken a risk and hit their three-year 
‘pinch-point’. Studies, such as Sherry Coutu’s 2014 ‘scale-up 
report on UK economic growth’, show how investing in scaling 
up companies and helping them to accelerate their growth leads 
to better GVA; with the digital and chemical processing sectors 
demonstrating the best overall results. “This reinforces how 
important upscaling is to our region.”  

Successful scale-ups can only happen, though, if businesses 
are willing to take a risk and hire people with potential. Rob 
highlighted how employers complain that graduates leaving 
universities don’t have the right skills, but the issue is that 
technology changes so fast the curriculums can’t keep up. 
“That’s why businesses also need encouragement and support 
in upskilling employees to meet demands, rather than waiting 
for the right graduates to come onto the market. In a fast-paced 
constantly changing industry the importance of upskilling should 
be paramount.”

Lobbying Government to increase the number of tech-visas, 
which enable experts from outside of the EU to come and work 
in the UK, is also on the agenda for Rob and his team. “The 
current quota of 200 per year isn’t enough when an estimated 
1.2 million programmers, for example, are needed between 
now and 2020 to meet demand.” Inaction here could lead to 
the UK outsourcing its digital sector to Eastern Europe or China. 
He reiterated how anyone seeking a rewarding career working 
with cutting-edge digital technology should consider moving to 
Teesside; although admitted the UK, in general, may not be the 
most appealing for foreign workers due to the low value of the 
pound. 

How will DigitalCity take on these challenges as it embarks 
on a new era? Rob says several events are planned in 2017 to 
strengthen the brand. They will focus on raising awareness of 
the potential of Teesside’s digital sector and highlighting the 
“commercial sense” of locating a business here. Furthermore, 
DigitalCity is launching the Tees Valley Digital Strategy Board 
aimed at giving a voice to the region’s most successful digital 
companies. “The board will be made up of representatives 
from those companies contributing eighty-seven million GVA 
to the local economy, who will have more say in how the sector 
operates and dictate the sort of events, advice etc. available.”

Three products will be accessible to innovators via DigitalCity 
this year, reflecting different needs. A Fellowship Grant 
worth up to £7,500 is intended to help kick-start a business 
or product; an Investment Programme will enable businesses 
with an innovative digital product or idea to be able to attract 
investment, and an Innovation Programme will involve 
DigitalCity sending consultants into companies to analyse 
business models and recommend digital solutions. Rob added 
how they want to encourage people with no digital expertise 
to approach them with great ideas. “We can then help those 
people get their ideas off the ground by introducing them 
to experts and funding, therefore supporting the wider Tees 
Valley economy through enabling routes to market for digital 
products.”  

As well as the “tight-knit” cluster of innovators who will make up 
the Digital Strategy Board, Rob is enthusiastic about the general 
coherence in the region amongst other key stakeholders. 
DigitalCity together with the Combined Authority, Teesside 
University and other organisations such as Innovate Tees Valley 
are all “on the same page” regarding what needs to happen 
to bolster growth. “We have a group of people here with the 
potential to create something really special in the Tees Valley. 
I expect some amazing ideas and products to come out of the 
region in the next few years. It’s going to happen; we won’t stop 
trying until it does.”


