
Turning Momentum into Impact - an update from Tees Maritime Cluster
As the year draws to a close, one thing is clear: the voice of the Tees is being heard.

The river underpins the region’s growth ambitions, enabling industry, trade, energy and investment.
But individual ambition is not enough.  Long-term success depends on future-ready regional
infrastructure and a visible, investable skills pipeline that reflects how the Tees actually works.

The focused, system-level work required to achieve this - influencing policy, aligning education with
real-world need, and making the opportunities around the river visible - cannot be done in isolation.
A collective voice carries greater weight, and collaboration creates impact that no single
organisation could deliver alone.  The cluster exists to do this work so our members can focus on
running and growing their businesses.

What follows is an update on the progress we’ve made together, and how that momentum is turning
into impact.

Building the Talent Pipeline: Freeport Futures Challenge 
Earlier this autumn, Tees Maritime and Middlesbrough College launched the Freeport Futures
Challenge.  The programme gives students a real insight into the scale and variety of opportunity
created by the river and the industries, infrastructure and investment it supports across Teesside’s
Freeport.

Students are working in multidisciplinary teams to explore how businesses operate around the river,
from clean energy and advanced manufacturing to logistics, trade and supporting services.

Site visits, mentorship, and industry input are helping them understand how these sectors connect, and
the roles and career paths that sit behind them.

Over the coming months, teams will develop business ideas designed to operate within the Freeport
and present them at a final investor-style pitch.  The aim is simple, to help young people see the
breadth of opportunity on their doorstep and understand how the river shapes real careers across the
region.
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Youth Board Update
The Youth Board continue to play a critical role in our work. Their
insight is shaping decisions, sharpening our messaging and
ensuring the opportunities created by the river are visible and
meaningful to the next generation.

They have challenged how roles are described and promoted,
pulling apart job adverts, careers messaging and social content
with refreshing honesty. Their message has been clear. Authenticity
matters, and young people can spot tokenism quickly.

Alongside this, the Youth Board has spent time on and around the
River Tees, building an understanding of the region’s heritage and
the breadth of opportunity being created today.

So much more to come!

Meeting the Chancellor at Downing Street
Tees Maritime visited Downing Street for a meeting with the
Chancellor, Rachel Reeves, ahead of the Budget. The
conversation focused on what is often missing from national
discussions about growth.

We spoke about the reality that every plan for growth depends
on the river and the supply chains built around it. The operators,
manufacturers, logistics providers, energy developers and
supporting businesses that move goods, materials and people
every day are not peripheral to the economy. They are what
makes growth possible in practice.

We were clear that where these enabling systems are overlooked
or under-recognised in regional and national investment
decisions, the whole growth agenda is weakened. That gap is
being felt on the Tees.

Stronger Together. Locally Rooted. Nationally Connected.

Tees Maritime is part of a national cluster network, working alongside other coastal and
industrial regions across the UK.

That means the issues our members face on the Tees are not being raised in isolation. They
are being tested, strengthened and reinforced alongside evidence and experience from
other regions facing the same pressures on infrastructure, skills, supply chains and growth.

This connection gives our voice more weight. It helps ensure Teesside’s priorities are
understood in a national context, and that decisions shaping the future of trade, energy
and industry reflect how growth actually happens on the ground.

Strong regions do not compete alone. They collaborate. And that collaboration makes
every individual business stronger.



North East Coastal Powerhouse Summit 2025
 

This year’s North East Coastal Powerhouse Summit
was hosted at Port of Middlesbrough in November.

The Summit brought together businesses,
policymakers, academics and partners connected by
the coast and the river, not for discussion alone, but
with a shared sense of purpose. It sent a clear signal
that the North East is ready to lead, and that
leadership will be built from the coastline outwards.

Discussions on the North East Advantage reinforced
what many in the room already know. The region has
the assets, the ambition and the strategic position to
play a nationally significant role in growth, trade and
clean energy. The focus was not just on potential, but
on how it can be unlocked through coordination,
long term thinking and investment in enabling
infrastructure.

The conversation then shifted firmly to the future.
Decarbonisation, and the vital role hydrogen will play
within it, featured prominently. The discussion
highlighted the scale of opportunity around
hydrogen production, handling and use, and the
importance of aligning innovation, infrastructure and
supply chains to accelerate delivery. The message
was clear. Innovation is not optional.
The Summit left the room aligned and energised. It
demonstrated what is possible when those who rely
on the coast and the river come together around a
shared mission, and it set a clear direction for the
work ahead.

Turning words into action is why the cluster exists.
Now the real work begins.



Speaking with One Voice

As the Tees Valley Combined Authority develops its new Local Growth Plan, Tees
Maritime has submitted detailed feedback on behalf of our members. The businesses
whose work underpins not only the region’s economy, but the country’s ability to trade,
build and grow.

The point we made was clear. The river and the systems built around it are not a footnote
or a subset of infrastructure. They are one of Teesside’s greatest strategic advantages,
enabling everything from clean energy and advanced manufacturing to trade, inward
investment and national competitiveness.

This response was shaped by months of open, honest conversation with members. What
is working. What is not. And what must be visible if the region is serious about growth. No
single business could carry this message alone. Together, it carries weight.

The engagement that followed has been constructive and welcome. There is more to do,
but this was an important step in making sure the voices of those whose work keeps the
region and the country moving are properly reflected in future decisions.

This is exactly why the cluster exists.  This is exactly what our members make possible.



Partner Spotlight: Spark Tees Valley
Some partnerships set the standard. Spark Tees Valley does exactly that.

Over the last six months, the generosity of our members has allowed us to work closely with Spark
to design and deliver education activity that genuinely connects young people to the opportunities
created by the river, the people who make it work, and the industries it supports. Spark brings deep
expertise in curriculum-led delivery, translating industry insight into learning that works for
schools and teachers, not just in theory, but in practice.

Port to Doorstep is just one example of that approach in action. Developed with industry and
aligned to the National Curriculum, the resources have been made available to over 200 primary
schools across the Tees Valley, reaching tens of thousands of pupils. The focus was not on
producing something that simply looked impressive or ticked a box, but on creating material that
teachers can use confidently and pupils genuinely engage with. A practical solution to a real
challenge in the classroom.

What sets Spark apart is how they work. Collaborative, energetic, grounded in the realities of
education, and driven by a commitment to doing things properly. From hands-on activities like
programming vessels and building cranes, to introducing real careers and real people into
learning, their delivery helps young people understand what is possible. The first step in realising
potential is seeing people like yourself succeeding.

This partnership allows the cluster to turn member support into high-quality, scalable delivery in
schools. It reflects how we choose to work, and why we will continue investing in partnerships that
create lasting impact for young people, educators and the future workforce of the region.



Raising our Voice
Over the past few months, we have been taking the voice of our members into as many rooms
and conversations as possible. Locally, regionally and nationally.

This work has taken many forms. We have been featured on BBC Tees and in Business IQ, Tees
Business, North East Times and the Northern Echo, helping tell the wider story of the river and
the economy it supports. We have also been present at careers fairs and events, ensuring
young people hear about the full range of opportunities available to them here.

Alongside this, we have engaged with policymakers across government, including the
Department for Transport, the Department for Business and Trade and the Department for
Education, to ensure the voices of those who rely on the river are part of wider conversations
on growth, skills and national strategy.

The purpose is always the same. To make sure the businesses, supply chains and people who
rely on the river are visible, understood and properly reflected in conversations about growth,
investment and the future of the region.

No single organisation could do this alone. The credibility comes from representing a
collective. From carrying the insight, experience and priorities of those delivering day in, day
out across the Tees.

Championing the region means showing up consistently, telling the real story of how growth
happens here, and making sure the Tees is part of the conversation wherever decisions are
being shaped. That is the role the cluster was created to play, and it is one we will continue to
take seriously.

Spotlight on a Strategic Partner: High Tide
We work with a wide range of partners to deliver activity across the
region. High Tide has played a key role in delivering three sector-
focused weeks on behalf of the cluster, helping young people better
understand the industries that operate around the river.

Through employer-led sessions and hands-on learning, students
built confidence, improved their awareness of local opportunities
and left with a stronger belief that they can build a future here. This
is exactly the kind of collaboration that turns shared intent into
meaningful impact.



What’s Next

Looking ahead, there is a strong pipeline of activity
already taking shape.

At the centre of this is Bridge 45, our new digital work
experience platform. Designed to remove friction
between classrooms and careers, it creates a simple,
meaningful and structured way for young people to
engage with real employers, real tasks and real
insight. 

Named for the 45th bridge across the Tees, it
represents a bridge between education and
opportunity.

We are also working with MFC Foundation and Spark
Tees Valley on a new project, “Roaring About the
River”. 

This collaboration will celebrate both the international
community of the football club and the global
industries rooted on the Tees. It is about pride, place
and belonging. Helping young people see that world-
class opportunity exists here, and that they are part
of a multicultural region connected far beyond its
banks.

Keep an eye on the national press for upcoming announcements about the Maritime Foundation
Apprenticeship. Written in Teesside and shaped by industry, it is designed to create clearer,
more credible routes into employment. 

In parallel, we are exploring the development of a scholarship programme, subject to funding, to
complement this work and create multi-faceted routes into employment by removing financial
and practical barriers where they matter most.

Taken together, this is about more than individual initiatives. It is about building a joined-up
system. One that helps young people see opportunity, access it and progress through it, while
giving employers the workforce they need to grow.

None of this happens without the continued support of our members. The year ahead brings new
opportunities, and we look forward to continuing this work together.

Watch this space.


