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The UK grew faster than any other major advanced 
economy in the world last year, and is set to do the 
same again this year. Over the past 5 years we created 
two million new jobs. And the deficit – now 3.7% of 
GDP – is a third of what we inherited in 2010.

But all that progress could be put at risk if we don’t 
continue with the plan that is delivering for the working 
people of this country.

Economic security is at the heart of that plan. It’s not 
enough to simply eradicate the deficit – we have to 
reduce our unsustainably high level of national debt. 
At the Budget I published a revised Fiscal Charter that 
commits us to running a surplus in normal times to bear 
down on debt. In the autumn the House will vote on 
that charter and I hope it will mark the start of a new 
settlement for Britain’s public finances.

Improving productivity – the amount that British 
workers produce for every hour they work – is the 
key route to making the UK stronger and families 
richer, and it’s the greatest economic challenge of our 
time. We’ve set out concrete steps that we’re going to 
take to improve the infrastructure, education and skills 
of the UK – and to make sure that this time it’s a truly 
national recovery. Some of the biggest reforms include 
setting up a new roads fund to pay for the sustained 
investment our roads so badly need and introducing a 

radical new apprenticeship levy on large firms. We’re 
also devolving even more powers to local areas over 
things like planning, skills and Sunday trading rules. 
And to back British businesses and encourage them to 
invest we’re setting the annual investment allowance at 
£200,000 and cutting corporation tax to 18% by 2020 
– making it the lowest in the G20.

The final part of the plan is to make sure work always 
pays, so at the Budget I announced a new national living 
wage, reforms to our welfare system and lower taxes for 
working people so we move Britain to being the higher 
wage, lower tax, lower welfare economy we want it 
to be.

Improving productivity is  
the key route to making  
the UK stronger and families 
richer, and it’s the greatest 
economic challenge of  
our time

“ “
The Rt Hon 
George Osborne MP
Chancellor of the Exchequer

Foreword



The digital economy lies at the very heart of British 
business. The technology sector already contributes 
nearly £100 billion to our economy, and it would be 
hard, if not impossible, to think of a single industry that 
does not benefit from it in some way.

This sector is one of the largest wealth creators in the 
UK, creating over 25,000 new ICT businesses each year. 
The UK’s internet economy is one of the strongest in 
the world, driven by record online advertising, spending 
and entertainment consumption – its GDP contribution 
growing at 10.9% annually, higher than the G20 average 
and almost double the growth of China. The UK also 
has the highest coverage of superfast broadband among 
Europe’s five leading economies, and our financial 
technology sector is growing at twice the rate of the USA. 
The UK is the biggest e-commerce market in Europe, and 
Europe is the largest e-commerce market in the world.

Already, you will see that we have made some strong 
progress. Last year we announced our support for 
employer-backed degree apprenticeships, with the 
goal of filling a million jobs in the digital economy 
by 2025 in areas such as business analysis, software 
development and technology consultancy. We also 
launched the Tech North initiative to coordinate the 
existing digital technology expertise of Manchester, 
Leeds, Sheffield, Liverpool, Hull and the North East 
technology cluster.

Through Smart Cities, we are paving the way to unlock 
cities’ technological capacity, so they can make the right 

choices and get the best value from public expenditure 
from adopting smarter technology solutions, through 
the likes of the internet of things. Our broadband 
connection vouchers scheme is also transforming SMEs 
in the 50 cities in which it operates, with more than 
30,000 small businesses already having made use of the 
grants worth up to £3000 each.

This government is working to create business 
opportunities through technological innovation and 
enterprise, working with employers to help deliver 
the future digital workforce and shape the conditions 
for growth that are necessary to keep Britain’s digital 
economy competitive far into the future.
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The UK is the biggest 
e-commerce market in 
Europe, and Europe is the 
largest e-commerce market 
in the world

“ “
The Rt Hon  
Ed Vaizey MP
Minister for Culture, Media and Sport

Foreword
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Wearables and smartwatches

Before 2015 kicked off, technology 
commentators were dubbing it the 
‘year of the wearable’ – the year when, 
finally, technology we strap to our 
bodies would become a mainstream 
success. A similar claim was made with 
almost as much conviction at the start 
of 2014, and to a lesser extent 2013, 
but a series of faltering products were 
met with disinterest.

But then Apple entered the fray, 
hoping for a repetition of what it 
managed in 2007, when, in just 
an hour’s worth of a Steve Jobs’ 
presentation the company threw a 
firecracker into the mobile market with 
the first truly smart phone.

The Apple Watch had been predicted 
for years, but in typical Apple fashion 
had remained a very closely guarded 
secret until its big reveal in September 
2014. Steve Jobs’ replacement, Tim 
Cook, used an event to woo not just 
the technology press but also the 
fashion world. Indeed, it was the likes 
of Vogue, not the tech bloggers, who 

were most welcome. Following the 
event, the watch was seen strategically 
placed, by Apple, on the wrists of top 
celebrities like Beyoncé.

Apple realised that the challenge 
at hand wasn’t simply to create a 
sophisticated watch. No – the real 
test was in making a real timepiece, 
something that held its own against 
the finest watchmaking in the 
world. Its price would rival the classic 
watchmakers too. The Apple Watch 
Edition, the top model in the range, 
went on sale at £15,000. At the more 
modest end was the Apple Watch 
Sport – £299 – while other models 
were around the £500 mark.

Apple was cautious in billing its watch 
as a future huge seller in the same 
league as the iPhone or iPad. Like 
every technology company, Apple 
knew it faced an uphill battle in simply 
explaining why such a device was 
necessary. For the early incarnations, 
at least, the Apple Watch will be little 
more than a notification device – 
essentially just providing a second 
screen for the iPhone.

So far, the only real measurable success 
story in wearables has been in the 
fitness sector. Several firms – including 
US-based Fitbit – have hit the market 
with compelling devices that don’t 
offer the same breadth of features 
as fully fledged smartwatches, but 
do provide statistics and insight on 
training regimes – which a growing 
number of people are finding curiously 
addictive, while their friends grow tired 
of regular updates on jogging sessions 
posted automatically to Facebook.

Review of 
the Year

2015 was dubbed ‘the 
year of the wearable’
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While gadget geeks have been 
generally nonplussed with wearable 
technology thus far, there is genuine 
enthusiasm among sports enthusiasts. 
Innovations such as Adidas’ MiCoach 
system – which combines a small chip 
in a football boot with an ecosystem 
of apps and analytics tools – give your 
average Sunday league footballer the 
kind of statistical intelligence that even 
Premier League superstars didn’t have 
a few short years ago.

Other sports brands have been more 
cautious – Nike’s Fuel Band product 
range made a terrific start with solid 
sales, only for the company to later say 
it was to drastically scale back its efforts 
in the area. Some saw that as a sign 
that perhaps the sensible strategy is to 
support devices from the big players like 
Apple and Samsung, rather than trying 
to muscle in with your own hardware. 
People only have two wrists, after all.

Analyst firm Gartner’s research suggests 
that health and wellbeing are the key 
drivers for people buying wearable 
technology, and that it will remain that 
way for some time. The same study 

showed that half of the people who had 
been considering buying a health-specific 
device, like a Nike Fuel Band, would be 
tempted to buy a smartwatch instead.

But San Francisco-based Fitbit bucked 
that trend – after going public in 
June 2015, the firm found itself with 
a valuation of $7.6 billion, and a 
reputation as standing solid as a fitness 
specialist, rather than the jack-of-all-
trades Apple.

Wearables go well beyond watches, 
of course. Google turned heads, not 
necessarily for the right reasons, with 
its Glass eyewear. A Star Trek-esque 
device presented the wearer with an 
‘optical head-mounted display’ – a 
small, semi-transparent screen that 
appeared in the top left corner of the 
wearer’s eyes.

In decades to come we may look back 
at Google Glass as being way ahead 
of its time. But, for now, Google has 
put development of the tech on hold 
while engineers, one would presume, 
brainstorm ways to make it look 
less ridiculous.

Virtual reality
Immersive virtual reality (VR) – being 
taken to another world in the comfort 
of your living room – is something 
technology enthusiasts have dreamt 
about for decades. It’s almost here. 
This year’s Christmas will not see VR 
kit under the tree – but 2016’s almost 
certainly will. The main players are 
Sony, HTC, Samsung and, curiously, 
Facebook. The social network surprised 
everyone when it went out and bought 
VR company Oculus VR for $2 billion – 
a deal many analysts say will be 
regarded as a bargain in years to come, 
much like Google’s 2006 purchase of 
YouTube for $1.6 billion.

Oculus VR’s main product, the Oculus 
Rift, is a headset that is placed over 
the user’s eyes. Inside, special lenses 

Fitbit has succeeded in a 
struggling market

Virtual reality is set to 
become a competitive 
market
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focus on a screen divided into two, one 
for each eye, and both with a slightly 
different perspective of the same 
scene. Accelerometers in the device 
mean that when a user moves their 
head, the hardware can calculate how 
the view on the screen should alter. 
The desired effect is one of truly being 
in a virtual world. For the video game 
market it is a phenomenal leap, both 
in the overall experience provided and 
also in creating an entirely new design 
challenge for developers.

Oculus Rift was born out of a 
crowdfunding drive on Kickstarter. 
Thousands of eager backers raised 
over $2 million to get the project off 
the ground, demonstrating the thirst 
for a good VR gaming experience. 
In June 2015, Oculus took to a small 
stage in San Francisco to show off the 
first consumer version of its kit, to be 
released in the first quarter of 2016.

So, why Facebook’s interest? That 
remains to be seen – but most suspect 
Facebook sees VR as a major new 
platform beyond video games. Video 
conferencing, for instance, would be 
transformed. Others see an opportunity 
in film-making. The pornography 
business, a trusted barometer for new 
technology, has quickly taken to VR.

But there’s one very real-world hurdle 
to get over before virtual reality takes 
on. Primarily, the devices have made an 
awful lot of people suffer from motion 
sickness. The manufacturers hope they 
can solve this by decreasing lag – the 
delay between the user moving their 
head and the software and hardware 
reacting to change what is seen on the 
displays. Even a delay of milliseconds 
produces considerable discomfort.

By early 2016 several products will be 
on the market. The Oculus Rift boasts 
lots of developer support, and the 
expertise of John Carmack, a legend 
in the games industry, best known 
for creating Doom. And Sony has 
its Morpheus headset, which will no 
doubt benefit from being sold with the 
wildly successful PlayStation console.

HTC, known for its smartphones, has 
its own device, the Vive. An unexpected 
entrant into the VR race – but an 
impressive one – HTC has partnered with 
Valve, the legendary PC games company. 
The Vive’s secret weapon could lie in its 
added controllers, held in each hand, 
allowing for more interaction with the 
virtual world. The Vive also allows the 
wearer to walk, and even run – a feature 
that invokes visions of people running 
around the house, crashing into walls 
and falling down stairs.

Intriguingly, there’s one more company 
doing interesting things with VR: 
Google. The search company’s Google 
Cardboard product is literally that: 
a piece of cardboard folded into 
a low-budget headset, inserting a 
smartphone provides the screen.

While not as high quality as the 
gaming headsets in development, 
many think that Google Cardboard 
may act as a gateway to full-blown VR 
hardware that will, it is expected, be 
an expensive addition to already-pricey 
games consoles.

The Oculus Rift, now 
owned by social media 
giant Facebook
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Surveillance
Revelations about internet surveillance 
in 2014 had many people saying ‘Tell 
me something I don’t know!’ The idea 
that governments – the US government 
in particular – were able to monitor 
internet communication is something 
anyone with a modicum of sense has 
suspected for a long time. But to have 
it confirmed by US whistleblower 
Edward Snowden was still shocking. 
A series of presentations detailing 
initiatives such as Prism laid out, in 
black and white, the true scope of 
what US intelligence was engaged in.

In 2015, governments found their 
surveillance policies under the 
microscope, in the courts and under 
threat. It’s not just the USA, of course. 
Britain, Australia, New Zealand 
and Canada formed the remaining 
members of the Five Eyes group, all 
sharing data, all under wraps.

For many technology companies the 
row has been difficult. It erased trust 
built up with users over years, and 
made them appear to be liars.

Technology companies thus made 
moves this year to increase the detail 
and frequency of transparency reports. 
When they found they faced restrictions 
over what exactly they could publish, 
they lobbied hard and took the US to 
court. They’re still not allowed to share 
quite as much as they’d like – but it’s 
certainly a lot more than before. Under 
examination, many argued that in a post-
9/11 world, the US was too quick – and 
the public too trusting (or unaware) – to 
force through emergency legislation in 
the name of preventing terror.

Close watchers of the 2016 presidential 
election are curious as to how this 
will play out. Back the relaxation of 
snooping laws and you’ll win over 
people who value their privacy, but in 

doing so you’ll be accused of putting 
the country at risk from terrorism.

The UK’s own possible 9/11 moment, 
when it comes to internet surveillance, 
came on 22 May 2013, when Fusilier 
Lee Rigby was murdered on a street 
in South London. The perpetrators, 
Michael Adebolajo and Michael 
Adebowale, were said to have 
discussed the attack on Facebook in 
the days before. In November 2014, 
Prime Minister David Cameron criticised 
the social network in a speech, saying it 
failed to pass on information that could 
have prevented Mr Rigby’s murder. 
Publicly, Facebook defended itself, 
saying it did what it could to prevent 
terrorism and pass information on. 
Privately, the company was furious, and 
felt it was being wrongly made into a 
scapegoat by an embarrassed MI5.

Regardless, the row forms the 
impetus for revived discussions 
over the Communications Data 
Bill. The Snoopers’ Charter, as it is 
widely known, seeks to expand the 
government’s ability to collect data. It 
would mean that, as well as existing 
powers to store records of phone calls, 
authorities would collect – wholesale – 
communications made through social 

Edward Snowden became 
a figure of international 
debate
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media and the internet. The time for 
which this data would be stored would 
also be increased to 12 months.

Critics of the Bill argue that by 
pushing terrorists and other criminals 
away from sites like Facebook the 
government would be creating an 
altogether harder problem. ‘Dark’ 
or ‘deep’ web services like TOR – 
The Onion Router – make it far 
more difficult, but not impossible, 
to track people’s internet use. The 
anonymisation network routes a user’s 
traffic through various different notes, 
meaning the usual identifier of online 
identity, the IP address, is rendered 
almost impossibly difficult to find. 
The use of TOR, when coupled with 
virtual currency Bitcoin, creates an 
environment where criminality can 

thrive – and one that the Snoopers’ 
Charter would not reach.

In May 2015, this challenge was 
underlined when the sentencing of 
Ross Ulbricht took place. Mr Ulbricht 
was convicted of being the mastermind 
behind The Silk Road, a drugs 
marketplace accessible through TOR. 
He was sentenced to life in prison 
after being arrested in San Francisco 
in 2014. He was tracked down not 
through breaking the protections of 
TOR but from old-fashioned policing: a 
paper trail, an informant and a classic 
sting operation while Ulbricht drank 
coffee. The Economist noted that in 
the time it had taken for Mr Ulbricht to 
be put in jail, several Silk Road clones 
had materialised, and online illegal 
drug sales had doubled.

Europe versus Silicon Valley

Over the past year, European 
regulators, and senior figures in the 
European Commission, have been 
a major thorn in the side for many 
technology companies. While US 
regulators have been comparatively 
relaxed on the delicate matter of user 
privacy, Europe’s network of courts and 
data regulators have wasted no time in 
piling in on the Silicon Valley giants.

Few rulings caused quite so much 
discussion as the one made in favour 
of Spanish man Mario Gonzalez. He hit 
financial difficulties in 1998, resulting 
in his home being sold via a local 
newspaper. When the newspaper was 
digitised and put online, the top result 
when searching ‘Mario Gonzalez’ was 
that advert – a permanent reminder 
of falling on hard times. Mr Gonzalez 
said that this was hindering his life: any 
potential employers may Google him and 
worry about his history. He argued that 
search engines – not just Google – should 
remove this listing. The court agreed.

The Right To Be Forgotten rule, or 
RTBF, as it is now called, says search 
engines must, upon request, remove 
listings that are irrelevant, incorrect 
or out of date. The small print is 
important: ‘removal’ doesn’t mean 
from the internet entirely. Nor does 
it mean from the search engine as a 
whole. It just means that the disputed 

European regulators tend 
to be stricter than their US 
counterparts
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content doesn’t show up when a 
specific term – a name – is searched for.

A search for Mario Gonzalez will no 
longer bring up the listing of his house 
sale. It will, however, now bring up 
thousands of articles about him having 
details of his house sale taken off 
Google – a classic example of what is 
referred to in technology circles as the 
‘Streisand effect’: if you try to stop talk on 
the internet about something, you’ll only 
make the problem much, much worse.

After the ruling, the floodgates 
opened. In the first 3 months, Google 
had removed just under 500,000 links, 
around one in ten of these relating to 
requests made from people in the UK. 
Among the requests was one from a 
clergyman who wanted links relating to 
a sexual abuse investigation removed – 
his request was denied.

Google, not willing to add a massive 
administrative burden to its team, 
wove a spin campaign by leaking to 
the media statistics about what it now 
faced. It was a clear attempt – perhaps 
not unreasonably – to show how 
potentially unworkable RTBF was. But it 
wasn’t alone in its concerns. The BBC’s 
policy chief David Jordan said the ruling 
appeared to be poorly thought out.

The RTBF is just one example of 
European regulators seemingly putting 
US technology giants in its sights. 
Repeated investigations into Google’s 
privacy policy changes – the firm 
wanted to centralise all its data, rather 
than keep different services siloed – and 
pressure on social networks over data 
gathering, retention and manipulation 
has led some in Silicon Valley to accuse 
Europe of being anti-innovation.

It was a concern echoed in February 
by President Obama. ‘We have owned 
the internet,’ he told technology news 
blog ReCode. ‘Our companies have 
created it, expanded it, perfected 
it in ways that they can’t compete. 

And oftentimes what is portrayed 
as high-minded positions on issues 
sometimes is just designed to carve out 
some of their commercial interests.’

The European Commission hit back, 
saying President Obama’s comments 
were ‘out of line’. But Europe’s efforts 
against US tech companies in the past 
year have been forceful and frequent. 
Specifically, the regulators have come 
down heavily on Google’s attempts to 
unite the privacy policies across all of 
its sites – meaning a search you made 
on YouTube could be used to power 
targeted ads on Google Mail, and so 
on. Google agreed to rewrite the policy 
after a 2-year probe. Google was also 
forced to give competing sites – such 
as TripAdvisor – a fairer crack of the 
whip in search results: regulators said 
Google was prioritising its own listing 
products over others.

And in the UK, the so-called ‘Google 
tax’ is being put through – designed 
to prevent, or at least discourage, 
tech firms from paying minimal tax 
by shifting headquarters to more 
tax-favourable parts of Europe, such  
as Amazon’s base in Luxembourg.

The net effect of Europe’s actions may 
upset users. Facebook, also under the 
microscope in Europe over privacy, 
withheld its Moments photo app 
software that used facial recognition 
techniques. Irish regulators (Facebook’s 

Due to its legal ferocity 
Europe may be missing out 
on new technology
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European operation is based in Dublin) 
demanded users were given an opt-in 
or opt-out option. Facebook decided 

to opt Europe out completely – the 
app has not been released on the 
Continent at all.

The ‘next billion’

The developing world has been adept 
in leapfrogging stages in technological 
advancement, particularly when it 
comes to mobile technology. Unlike 
the West, which has, over the course of 
50 years or so, seen personal computers 
evolve from behemoths in universities 
to desktop PCs, to laptops … the 
developing world essentially skipped it 
all and went straight to the mobile.

The ‘feature phone’ – not quite as 
pricey and clever as a smartphone, but 
better than a Nokia 3210-esque ‘dumb’ 
phone – has revolutionised how the 
developing world does its banking, 
receives its healthcare, farms its food 
and copes with disasters.

Silicon Valley is taking notice. The 
next step is for widespread internet 
connectivity – bringing what is referred 
to as the ‘next billion’ of people online. 
And with sound reasoning. When 
considering the value of social media 
companies, the metric Wall Street 
seems to care about the most is user 

growth. If a company stops growing, its 
value suffers. Just ask Twitter – a rise in 
revenues has meant little to investors, 
but stuttering user growth has been 
a lingering worry – and one that 
ultimately led to the resignation of its 
chief executive, Dick Costolo, in June.

For social networks that have perhaps 
plateaued in mature markets – when 
your nan joins Facebook you know it’s 
peaking – a new and huge user base in 
Africa and less-developed parts of Asia 
is a must. To achieve this, there are a 
number of strategies. Google, whose 
approach to almost everything can be 
condensed into bums-on-seats-being-
served-ads, has been keen to provide 
the technology needed in the form of 
its intriguing ballooning innovations.

With Project Loon the company 
intends to send huge balloons up into 
near-space, from where they will beam 
down wireless connections at 3G-ish 
speeds to a very wide area below. Work 
has been quick – tests of the technology 
have been taking place for over a year. 
Despite the odd minor hiccup – one 
crashed into a powerline – Google says 
progress is good.

Facebook meanwhile has launched 
Internet.org, something of a portal 
service for the ‘next billion’. In places 
where there is good mobile coverage, 
like Ghana or India, but the population 
that cannot afford access, Internet.org 
has struck a deal with mobile providers 
to offer access to certain online services 
for free. The main service, as you 
would probably guess, is Facebook, 
but it also includes the likes of the BBC 
and Wikipedia.

The developing world is 
rapidly modernising when 
it comes to technology

Dick Costolo, CEO of 
Twitter
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Critics of Internet.org – of which there 
are many – say it’s a cynical way for the 
social network to, in a sense, capture 
users with the lure of free access. It 
ushers people to go online for free, yes, 
but only via Facebook – with all the 
behaviour-tracking and ad-targeting 
that goes with it.

In India, which is fast becoming 
a major centre for start-ups and 
digital businesses, local companies 
complain that they are put at a severe 
disadvantage – how could a new 
home-grown social network have any 
chance of attracting users if it is unable 
to offer the free access Facebook can?

Facebook’s defence of the scheme is 
that by offering a flavour of mobile 
internet with free services, users will 
become aware of what the full-blown 
web has to offer, and therefore will 
take out paid data plans with mobile 
providers. This logic is widely disputed, 
and has yet to bear fruit.

In June, Airbus announced it would, 
with support from Richard Branson’s 
space programme, launch 900 satellites 
into space to create its OneWeb project 
at a cost of around $1.5–$2 billion. 
The move baffled many onlookers – 
satellites are a notoriously terrible 
and expensive way to connect to 
the internet.

Driverless cars
Few technologies have the ability to 
be so brutally disruptive to the global 
economy as driverless vehicles. In 29 
US states, the most popular job is 
that of the truck driver – a relatively 
well-paid, low-skilled job. In many of 
the remaining states, it’s second on the 
list. The popularity of this as a vocation 
has been put down to its immunity to 
globalisation and automation.

With globalisation, US companies have 
been able to use cheap foreign labour to 
make products, but they’ve still needed 
to get it delivered to people in the USA. 
That job needs American workers. Until, 
that is, the trucks can drive themselves. 
Applying driverless technology to 
the long-haul driving industry could 
transform America immediately, putting 
millions out of work.

Creators of driverless technology – and 
there are few car manufacturers that 
aren’t in the space now – believe the 
technology is ready.  Google’s driverless 
car technology, for example, has 

Facebook’s Internet.org 
has proven controversial

Driverless cars could 
have a severe impact on 
employment
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clocked up more than a million miles 
on public roads, with only a handful 
of accidents, all attributed to human 
failings rather than technological ones.

Policy in many states across the USA 
permits driverless car use, but only 
with a person sat behind the wheel, 
primed to grab the wheel when the 
moment requires.

In the UK, trials of driverless technology 
in Greenwich and Milton Keynes aren’t 
quite so ambitious. In Greenwich, 
hulking great white carts have been 
tried out as a way to ferry people 
around the areas near the O2 Arena. 
Sensors on the vehicle make it able to 
stop at short notice if someone walks 
in front of it, and it has a general idea 
of the route before it sets off. Travelling 
at below 10 mph with all the elegance 
of a caravan, it’s not a glamourous look 
for the future of travel. But it’s a start.

The first phase of driverless cars 
on our roads will essentially be 
normal cars with some alterations 
and enhancements. Google’s trials 
have been conducted using heavily 
modified Lexus SUVs, and other 
players like Ford, Seat and Audi 

have all incorporated their driverless 
technology into their typical saloon car 
designs – you can still be in the driver’s 
seat in a driverless car.

Perhaps more revolutionary, and a sign 
of a dramatic shift in how we think 
about car ownership (indeed ownership 
of anything, full stop) is Google’s plans 
to redefine what goes onto our roads 
entirely: also being worked on by the 
company is a vehicle that’s less of a 
car and more of a pod. It trialled the 
pods on public roads in California in 
June. Rather than owning a pod, and 
having it sat on a driveway when not 
being used, travellers would be able 
to summon a pod whenever one was 
needed. This would negate the need to 
own a car, or learn how to drive, pay 
a taxi driver or anything we typically 
associate with being ‘on the road’ – all 
while removing the joy from driving 
altogether, romantics argue.

Some wonder about the ethical 
dilemmas raised by robot driving. 
Should a car, for example, swerve out 
of the way of a child in the road if the 
result may be running over a pedestrian 
nearby, or taking the passenger into 
oncoming traffic?

Artificial intelligence
Some, most notably Professor Stephen 
Hawking, think artificial intelligence 
(AI) poses a grave risk to the future 
of the human race. It’s a concern 
rooted in science fiction. Terminator’s 
Skynet is perhaps the best-known 
example: a computer system that 
gains self-awareness and seeks to 
exterminate the human race.

Don’t panic, says Demis Hassabis, 
founder of AI company Deep Mind. 
The firm is considered to be at the 
forefront of AI research, and was 
bought by – who else – Google, for 
£400 million in January. The company 

Professor Stephen 
Hawking has raised 
concerns about AI
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has remained in the UK because of a 
better talent pool, which is heartening 
for those keen to continue the UK’s 
legacy as a computing pioneer.

Speaking to technology magazine 
Wired, Mr Hassabis was blunt about 
the concerns of Hawking et al. 
‘I wouldn’t purport to lecture Stephen 
Hawking on black holes,’ he said, the 
suggestion being that even the super 
smart should perhaps stick to what 
they know. Nobody who works in AI 
is scared of it, Mr Hassabis told the 
magazine. ‘These are people who are 
not actually building something, so 
they’re talking from philosophical and 
science fiction worries, with almost 
no knowledge about what these 
capabilities can do.’

So, what can it do? The biggest 
achievement of Mr Hassabis’s Deep 
Mind (or, at least, the biggest one 
they’ve not kept a secret) is to do with 
classic games. The team published a 
paper in the journal Nature, detailing 
how it had set its software a task: play 
49 Atari games and get the highest 
score possible. It’s a deceptively tricky 
challenge. Any moderately skilled 
programmer could teach a computer 
how to play and win at a game. 
But what the Deep Mind team had 
been able to do was create software 
intelligent enough to beat the games 
without being told how to do it. By 
trial and error, Deep Mind’s software 
was able to work out how best to 
achieve the highest possible score. In 
the process, it worked out entirely new 
ways to play games that have existed 
for decades.

It was an experiment that set the AI 
research world alight. Others were 
bemused – likening the effort to a 
clever child wasting their time playing 
video games.

‘This is just games, but it could be 
stockmarket data,’ Mr Hassabis told 
Wired. ‘We’re interested in algorithms 

that can use their learning from one 
domain and apply that knowledge to  
a new domain.’

While true AI is a way off – perhaps 
impossibly so, some argue – the 
capabilities offered today from 
machine-learning are already changing 
our lives.

IBM’s Watson computer rose to fame 
in 2011 when it beat two human 
competitors on the US game show 
Jeopardy. IBM is now setting Watson 
tasks to demonstrate its immense 
computing power, and is boosted 
by ‘the cloud’ – i.e. the internet and 
huge amounts of data that couldn’t be 
stored on a single computer.

Watson’s tasks vary between the 
publicity-friendly and the genuinely 

IBM’s Watson computer

The Watson computer 
beat two contestants on 
the game show Jeopardy
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ground-breaking. A ‘Chef Watson’ 
mobile app allows anyone to throw 
ingredients at Watson and it will come 
up with a recipe. Meanwhile, doctors 
can enter a patient’s symptoms into 
Watson and it will come up with a 
possible diagnosis – taking into account 
the patient’s medical history and even 
things like how polluted the area is 
they live in.

Work this year also went into Chatbot – 
a system that uses Watson to power 
the voice of toys, allowing them to 
intelligently talk back to children. Basic 
attempts at this are already on the 
market – but one doll, Cayla, was found 
to have security vulnerabilities. In one 
example, a security researcher made the 
doll respond to ‘Hello Cayla!’ with ‘Go 
to hell!’

Apple

The past year will go down as the 
trickiest in ‘new’ Apple’s history – that 
is, the Apple that has grown post-iPod, 
gaining popularity and profits at a 
record-breaking rate. Long gone are 
the days when Apple users were only 
rich types, working for design agencies. 
In the past 10 years, the iPhone, 
iPad and Macbook have become the 
dominant force in computing.

But towards the tail end of 2014 and 
across 2015, Apple has had difficult 
questions to answer. Could it maintain 
growth? Could it still innovate without 
Steve Jobs? It answered these, in the 

short-term, with its Apple Watch. 
But reaction has been muted, with 
sales expectations being downgraded 
by analysts. Apple has not offered 
much more: the iPhone continues to 
be upgraded, getting slightly bigger 
each time; the iPad remains popular, 
but some predict that the bigger 
screen sizes of new iPhones will 
cannibalise sales.

Nevertheless, Apple remains, by a huge 
margin, the most valuable company 
in the world – so it must be doing 
something right. Its big win of the 
past year can be summarised as simply 
China. From a standing start, China is 
now Apple’s biggest market outside of 
the USA.

Unlike Google and Facebook, which 
have spent huge amounts of money 
on future technologies such as virtual 
reality and artificial intelligence, Apple 
has been somewhat quieter. It’s a 
tried and trusted approach for Apple, 
whose success can partly be attributed 
to simplicity, and a focus on a small 
pool of devices. But analysts are 
starting to wonder – could Apple be 
left behind?

Unlike Google and Facebook, 
which have been building vast data 
capabilities to handle and manipulate 
our personal information, Apple has 

Apple has had to face the 
post-Jobs era
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surprisingly little on us – its devices are 
used as a conduit with which to reach 
other services.

In June, Apple’s chief executive Tim 
Cook gave a speech at an awards 
dinner. In it, he slammed ‘so-called 
free services’ – a thinly veiled attack on 
Google and Facebook – over their data 
collection. He added that Apple isn’t 
in the business of collecting data for 
profit. His statement went down well 
with the audience – it was an event 
celebrating efforts to enhance freedom 
of speech – but analysts think that 
Apple is trying to spin a positive out of 
its biggest weakness.

Without data, Apple is going to 
struggle to offer the next level of 
personal computing – devices that 
can predict our needs based on what 
they know about us. In practical terms, 
Google’s linked data means you can 
ask Google Now (its personal assistant 
software) ‘How long will it take to get 
to work today?’ It will know, without 
prompting, where you work, what 
route you take, what the local traffic is 
like and so on.

With Apple’s equivalent, Siri, things 
are a little less sophisticated: you’d 
have to specifically tell it where 
your place of work is. Siri would 
then calculate its own route rather 
than one based on your personal 
preferences, and traffic data on 
Apple Maps is less comprehensive 
than on Google. Subtle differences, 
maybe, but when applied to every 
interaction we have with our devices, 
Apple’s lack of ‘big data’ may leave its 
market-leading smartphone looking 
comparatively dumb.

Beyond devices, Apple has its 
core services. This year saw the 
long--anticipated launch of Apple 

Music, a streaming music service 

designed to compete with, among 

others, Spotify – a Swedish-based 

start-up that boasts around 70 million 

users, ten million of whom pay £10 a 

month for unlimited, ad-free access.

Apple’s shift into music streaming 

hasn’t been easy. Its iTunes store 

revolutionised the music industry, 

providing the first user-friendly music 

store that, coupled with the iPod, 

dragged record labels out of a world 

where online piracy was destroying 

their business. But moving from a 

model where people would pay 79p 

for one song, to £10 a month for 

unlimited access to millions of songs 

was going to cause friction.

Step forward Taylor Swift, superstar 

American singer, who removed her 

music from Spotify because she felt 

artists were not being paid enough in 

royalties (each ‘listen’ on a streaming 

service gets an artist a tiny amount – 

around half a penny). With Apple, 

her anger was magnified when it was 

discovered Apple would not pay any 

royalties at all during a 3-month free 

trial period it was offering new users of 

Apple Music.

An ‘open letter’ from Ms Taylor – 

posted on Tumblr and to her 

60 million Twitter followers – slapped 

down Apple’s approach. It prompted 

an unprecedented turnaround from 

the company – executive Eddy Cue 

took to Twitter to announce it was 

changing its policy and would pay 

artists after all. ‘We hear you Taylor,’ 

Cue wrote. ‘Love, Apple.’ And so, 

Taylor Swift is on Apple Music, but 

still not on Spotify. A reminder, if 

one were needed, that Apple always 

seems to turn it around and come out 

on top.

Taylor Swift has spoken 
out against Spotify and 
Apple
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Autocab

Autocab sold its first system in 1991. Since then it has 
grown to become the largest supplier of taxi systems in the 
world. We have a broad range of technologies that include 

dispatch software in the office, as well as taxi-company branded 
apps. Our fundamental aim is to provide a high-quality, innovative 
solution that enables and encourages taxi and private-hire firms 
to grow and expand in today’s competitive market.

Huge growth rate
Autocab is highly profitable, having been built on a solid financial foundation. The 
company’s profits have more than tripled in the past 3 years, an astonishing rate 
of growth. We have experienced great success, particularly with the launch of our 
SaaS (software-as-a-service) offering. The SaaS model has hugely reduced initial 
set-up times for our customers, enabling them to be up and running in a matter of 
hours. Autocab is the only supplier in the market to offer a complete range of taxi 
solutions, including both traditional and cloud-based systems.

A key aspect to Autocab’s success is an unparalleled understanding of the taxi 
industry gained through more than two decades of direct market experience and 
consumer feedback.

Autocab’s advanced dispatch and management software, together with the latest 
in app technology for both passengers and drivers, and a range of mobile devices 
for drivers offers a complete spectrum of services and products. Autocab provides 
everything needed to operate and manage a successful and efficient modern-day 
taxi company.

» Founded in 1991

» The world’s leading supplier 
of taxi booking and dispatch 
systems

» Over 1300 customers across 
30 countries

» 350 cities worldwide, ranging 
from London to Los Angeles

» 140,000 taxis supported 
worldwide

» 1.3 million bookings per day

» Offices in six countries

» 200 full-time staff worldwide

» Profits have tripled over the 
last 3 years to £3 million

ABOUT AUTOCAB

Autocab is the only supplier to 
offer a complete range of taxi 
solutions

TECHNOLOGY EDITION
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The latest app technology
Autocab prides itself on ensuring it 
stays well ahead of the technology 
curve by constantly innovating and 
improving its products. It is a priority 
for Autocab to ensure customers are 
future proofed against changes in the 
market. Our apps demonstrate exactly 
this. We have created and launched 
over 300 white-label apps for our 
clients to maintain and improve their 
competitiveness in the market, while 
concurrently delivering unparalleled 

user experience for their passengers. 
These include:

» Passenger app. This product 
offers the most comprehensive user 
experience available for passengers 
to book a taxi on their mobile phone.

» Apple watch app. The only app 
of its type in the taxi industry, 
this product allows customers to 
truly stand out from the crowd by 
operating on a totally new platform.

Innovation
Over the years we have gained a deep 
understanding of the taxi industry. We 
monitor the market closely and analyse 
upcoming trends and technologies, 
which enables us to adapt our system 
to ensure that taxi companies have the 
best tools possible to compete. Through 
research and constant development we 
utilise innovative ideas from customer 
feedback and recent technology to 
ensure our customers have the most 
effective tools possible to grow. We 
focus not only on providing them with 
intuitive passenger-facing booking 
apps but also on empowering them 
with technology that enables them 
to win contracts and enhance their 
service to their priority customers. 
These technologies, together with a 
dispatch platform that ensures efficiency 
and automation in the office, offer a 
complete solution to any modern-day 
taxi company.

One of the best examples of our 
technology is our market-leading SaaS 
taxi-dispatch product Ghost Cloud. 
Ghost Cloud has been proven across 
30 different geographical markets for 
fleets of over 5,000 cars. Its offers a 
complete solution for taxi companies, 
including booking and dispatching, 
accounts and reporting, among 
thousands of other features.

Another successful Autocab innovation 
is Phantom Cloud. Phantom Cloud 
is the most advanced phone system 

Autocab’s apps enable our 
customers to provide an 
unparalleled service to their 
passengers
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tailor-made for the taxi market. The 
system possesses a wide range of 
industry-specific features that will cater 
for any type of taxi firm with any sized 
fleet. Customers can expect to reduce 
their operating costs by 40% due to 
the amount of automation facilitated 
by the system. Some of our customers’ 
favourite features of Phantom are:

» Integrated voice response. 
Phantom presents passengers with 
their top three pickup locations 
based on past information, and books 
the job directly onto an Autocab 
system if an address is selected, 
without the need for an operator.

» Automatic back on phone. If a 
passenger calls up to find out where 
their taxi is, the system automatically 
detects that they have a booking in 
the system, and sends an automated 
response telling them where the car 
is and an expected ETA, without any 
input from operators.

Understand – innovate –  
and repeat
Autocab’s systems are designed with 
quality, reliability and longevity in 
mind. Over the years we have built 
our system upon solid foundations to 
ensure it is the most advanced solution 
on the market. And we are continuing 
to improve and innovate every day. 
Already the majority of the largest firms 
in the UK and abroad are seamlessly 
operating fleets of over 5,000 cars 
using our system. The system is 
designed to ensure our customers 
have a high-quality, innovative 
solution that enables and encourages 
them to grow and expand in today’s 
competitive market.

Jamie at Roadrunners

‘Autocab is the best decision we 
have ever made.’

Fred at Sun Taxis

‘Ghost Cloud is working perfectly 
for us. Our drivers are much 
happier and we’re getting more 
positive feedback from customers 
than ever. 10/10.’

we utilise  
innovative ideas 
from customer  
feedback and  
recent technology 
to ensure our 
customers have 
the most  
effective tools 
possible to  
grow

“

“

Ghost Cloud offers a complete 
solution for taxi companies

TECHNOLOGY EDITION
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Getting website visitors to move from browsing to buying 
(conversion) has always proved a challenge. Retailers 
see conversion rates of 15–20% in store but only 2–3% 

on their websites. Despite advances in speed, site layout and 
underlying technology, conversion is still a major challenge for 
retailers and other service providers.

When the iPhone was introduced in 2007, many people saw opportunities to 
develop apps and games, but at Vee24 we had a different vision. We saw the 
iPhone as a ‘digital shop window’ through which people would be able to purchase 
goods and services 24 hours a day. We saw a channel through which people could 
be served by a real person, very much like they would be served in a store. Websites 
were becoming more sophisticated, but we could see that an important feature 
was missing – the ability to talk to an advisor, ask questions, seek advice and feel 
reassured about a purchase.

Today, with technology engineered here in the UK, we have taken that idea from an 
initial concept through to its development and adoption by 250 organisations across 
the globe, including some of the world’s premier brands, including Audi, Vodafone, 
Samsung, Lexus and Time Warner.

The Vee24 technology platform allows organisations to offer a more personal 
customer service from within their website. Online shoppers can now speak in real 
time to a customer-service agent, whom they can also see via a live video link.

It’s still a mystery to me how much money is spent on developing websites and 
pulling traffic to those sites. Yet relatively little is then spent at the most important 
point – the point of purchase.

Vee24

» Established 2007

» Offices in the UK, the USA, 
Germany, Belgium and Spain

» Customers include Audi, 
Samsung, Jaguar Land 
Rover, Vodafone and DFS

» Vee24 clients typically see a 
25–30% increase in average 
order values with assisted 
sessions

» Video chat works on all 
browsers and all devices – 
phones, tablets and PCs

» Scalable cloud-based 
architecture

» The only vendor to offer 
live voice and video into iOS 
browsers

The Vee24 platform has been adopted across the globe, 
including by some of the world’s premier brands

Andy Henshaw, Chief 
Innovation Officer

ABOUT VEE24
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Catalysts for success
Many factors have contributed to the 
success of Vee24, but there are four 
in particular.

Firstly, there have been huge 
advancements in social marketing. We 
saw very early on that the consumer was 
getting more of a voice – and that service 
providers would have to find more 
relevant ways to serve their customers.

Secondly, internet speeds were getting 
faster, which made for a quicker 
browsing experience from a mobile 
phone. Once the iPhone was launched, 
manufacturers began equipping their 
mobiles with sophisticated browsers, 
faster internet capabilities, cameras 
and microphones, which provided 
everything necessary to stream 
real-time video both into, and out of, 
mobiles – an essential requirement for 
successfully growing Vee24.

Convergence was the third factor 
that played a part in the growth of 
Vee24 – there is very little that cannot 
be done now on a mobile phone, 
and we recognised this many years 
ago – we could see that these ‘digital 
shop windows’ would be owned by 
every consumer and that all companies 
would be able to present their products 
and services in a much more user-
friendly and engaging way.

The fourth factor was Amazon Mayday, 
which was launched in 2014 as a new 
way to offer customer service via the 
Kindle. Kindle owners can now interact 
with a customer service advisor via live 
video. Although not strictly speaking 
a new innovation (Amazon was years 
behind some Vee24 customers), it has 
raised the profile of live video assistance, 
which has been good news for Vee24.

Early days
Vee24 went live in November 2009 
with car brand Lexus. The impact was 
immediate, and the platform was soon 

delivering significant increases in Lexus’ 
website conversion rate – they managed 
to double it in just over a year.

The innovation was game-changing, 
as businesses could now deliver the 
highest levels of in-store customer 
service to all their online customers. 
The appearance of the iPad and other 
tablets a year later further accelerated 
the number of people using the service.

In addition to answering customers’ 
questions, agents could also help with 
the completion of complex forms and 
even assist in the check-out area where 
shoppers often have difficulty with 
processing their payments.

Maintaining momentum
The next 3 years saw a rapid increase 
in enquiries from across the world. But 
growing quickly stretched us, and we 
needed inward investment to allow 
us to reach the next level. We tried 
unsuccessfully for over 12 months to 
raise venture capital from within the UK. 
We passionately believed in the product, 
we knew there was a successful future 
for it and, having funded the business 
personally for a number of years, we 
were not prepared to compromise. 
Unfortunately, UK investors could not 

The Vee24 office – the growth of 
live video assistance will change 
the perception of the call centre

There are  
many sound 
business  
benefits to 
offering live 
video assistance, 
including  
bigger online 
baskets, fewer  
abandoned  
‘carts’ and high 
customer service 
scores

“

“
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seem to see our vision for the future of 
online customer service

In 2013 we sought investment from 
the USA, where the reception for 
the Vee24 proposition was extremely 
positive, with two venture capital 
companies immediately recognising the 
global opportunities for the technology 
and expressing an interest in becoming 
involved. Within 3 months we had 
undertaken the due-diligence and 
secured a $5.5 million investment. 
Since then Vee24 has significantly 
grown sales, and we are now well on 
the way to becoming a top-tier retail 
technology company.

Future impact
In the coming years, customers 
will interact with online businesses 
whenever and wherever they want – 
from smartphones and PCs to in-store 
kiosks and even in their cars. Vee24 
is creating the opportunity to offer 
good old-fashioned customer service 
but via a website and, although many 

organisations are seeing this as a 
differentiator, I believe that it will soon 
become the ‘norm’ that every website 
is able to offer customer service via live 
voice and video.

I believe that the growth of live video 
assistance will change the perception of 
the call centre. We will soon all expect 
a more personal service from a website, 
and with this shift we will see a different 
type of call-centre agent. The call centre 
will become a definite career choice 
for aspirational people – a place where 
people are proud to work and where 
high service levels are highly valued.

Live assistance is not simply a ‘nice 
to have’. There are many sound 
business benefits to offering live video 
assistance, including bigger online 
baskets, fewer abandoned ‘carts’ and 
high customer service scores.

Websites alone cannot deliver great 
customer service and when customers 
are unsure of something they will not 
proceed with their purchase, which 
costs businesses millions of pounds 
in lost sales opportunities every week 
of every year. It is often the human 
factor that can provide the reassurance 
that the customer is seeking before 
completing their purchase. Being able 
to answer customers’ questions and 
allay any concerns they have can reap 
huge rewards and help turn many 
more browsers into buyers.

Simply put: people like to buy from 
people. They always have done, and 
they always will.

Sean McKee, Head of Ecommerce and Customer Service, Schuh

‘Vee24’s Live Help is making a significant and growing contribution to our 
online sales, and customers love the personalised shopping experience.’

Graham Mould, Web Sales Director, DFS

‘Video assistance has proven to deliver incremental online sales for DFS and 
has helped us reach out to customers earlier in the buying process. It is a key 
channel to market for us moving forward.’
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Creare is a digital marketing company that specialises in 
helping SMEs grow by developing and delivering their 
internet solutions. Based in Rugby, we provide a full 

range of services from website development and search engine 
optimisation (SEO) through to social media management, video 
production and pay-per-click marketing.

The digital marketplace is saturated – from lone intellectual students building 
websites in their bedrooms to companies charging a small fortune to optimise a 
business’ presence online that never seems to deliver. SMEs are rightfully entitled to 
feel confused and maybe even slightly intimidated by the thought of having to ring 
an ‘expert’ for help.

Alongside the need for SMEs to ‘get found’ and generate new business, technologies 
exist to solve many of the other challenges that SMEs face, such as payments, 
accounting, workflow and human resources. But the reality is that these feel 
out of reach to many business owners, because it is a market saturated with 
confusing, fragmented and expensive solutions. Therefore they take the easy route 
and reject all options, and instead continue with time-consuming processes that 
affect productivity.

The market is crying out for simplification, real support and partnership to help 
SMEs start up, grow and succeed. At Creare we are tackling this very challenge by 
building and integrating best-in-class solutions for our customers – the thousands 
of SMEs that want to understand how to achieve a comprehensive digital presence, 
without pain, and without conflict. We seek to establish a partnership that takes the 
mystery and complexity out of the process.

Creare

We’re a digital marketing 
agency with a simple passion: 
making our customers’ 
businesses great by delivering 
a digital presence that works 
as hard and affordably as 
possible. ‘Our People, Your 
Team’ wraps up how we work. 
We act as our customers’ 
team of experts who work 
with them in order to develop 
a complete digital solution 
tailored to their businesses. 
We are partners, not faceless 
techies at the end of an email.

ABOUT CREARE

Creare’s Digital Health Check – informative, 
educational and solution led

Kevin Ord, CEO of Creare

TECHNOLOGY EDITION
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Creare’s core values underpin 
our approach
» We believe SMEs can have a 

professional ‘blue chip’ agency 
experience and quality at an affordable 
price, with everything they need for 
their digital presence under one roof.

» We demystify the digital space, we 
don’t use jargon, we keep things 
simple but will always underpin 
everything we do with cutting-edge 
thinking and solutions that work.

» We believe in transparency and ethical 
practices, showing tangible actions and 
results, with honest and visible pricing. 
The key for any business is, after all, 
to get a return on investment.

» We believe in high standards. We 
provide consultation and support 
every step of the way, always keeping 
the client informed and educated.

What are we doing to support 
SMEs embrace digital through 
technology?
An example of how we are addressing 
this crucial challenge affecting SMEs 
head on is Creare’s new Digital Health 
Check. A simple tool that provides 
an end-to-end review of your existing 
website and digital marketing, and then 

provides prompts and recommendations 
on how to improve your online presence. 
All for free, all without obligation to buy 
anything, a value proposition that is truly 
that: valuable.

The truth is that much of the technology 
that underpins this development is out 
there in the market. So what makes 
our approach different? It is that we 
have brought everything into a single 
interface; with simple language and 
terminology that busy SME owners can 
understand, digest and take immediate 
action on.

By simply typing their web address into 
the tool, their website is quickly put 
through a number of tests that check 
everything from the visibility of their 
site and the quality of its content, to 
the strength of its social media links 
and its level of mobile responsiveness. 
The tool then measures return on 
investment by looking at how many 
jobs the business is currently doing 
compared with its capacity for work. 
At the end of the check, the tool allows 
us to take the customer’s name and 
email address, and then it automatically 
sends them an email report detailing the 
results of the Digital Health Check, plus 
ongoing insights relating to the specific 
challenges their business is facing.

The Digital Health Check is informative, 
educational and solution led. By looking 
at a customer’s complete digital presence, 
small business owners no longer need 
to hunt around for separate bits of 
information and compile their own 
assessment. The Digital Health Check 
does this for them within seconds.

A platform to build on
Creare launched the Digital Health Check 
at the beginning of this year but the 
dream doesn’t stop there.

Version two is fast approaching. With 
the option to calculate the return from 
multi-channel marketing solutions, 

The market is 
crying out for 
simplification, 
real support 
and partnership 
to help SMEs 
start up, grow 
and succeed

“

“
Creare is building and 
integrating best-in-class 
solutions for its SME customers
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including Google Adwords, SEO and 
social media, allowing SME owners to 
budget effectively and determine how 
they can best compete in their market.

The vision has never been to create a 
one-hit wonder for small businesses to 
trial once and never use again. We aim 
to provide SMEs with a sophisticated, 
accurate and transparent way to assess 
their digital presence over time, get 
expert advice and find solutions to help 
their business grow, and then measure 
the return.

We will add solutions into the process, 
not just those built by Creare’s own 
technology team but leading-partner 
solutions too. Again, the solutions will 
address crucial SME challenges such as 
the time they have to explore advanced 
solutions and implement them into 
their business.

How do we get there?
Our strapline at Creare is, ‘Our People, 
Your Team’. This wraps up how we work.

We have over 120 people at Creare, 
all based here in the UK. They 
are a talented bunch, from web-
development specialists to SEO experts 
and social-media gurus. Our people 
act as our customers’ team of experts, 
working with them to develop a 
complete digital solution tailored to 
their business. We are partners, not 
faceless techies at the end of an email.

As trained experts we have the edge 
in leading technologies. For example, 
Magento (part of the eBay/PayPal 
group) is the leading development 
platform for e-commerce websites. We 
are the first Magento partner in the UK 
and Europe for SMEs. This partnership 
means that not only is Creare 
recognised by the world’s leading 
e-commerce platform provider but we 
also get access to pioneering training 
and expertise that we can pass directly 
on to our clients.

Creare also has strong links with 
Google. With qualified Google analytics 
and search experts in house, we are 
passionate about making sure our 
people have the best credentials and 
industry exposure so that we can serve 
SMEs in the best way possible.

Ultimately, when it comes to digital 
marketing, Creare exists to make 
the lives of entrepreneurs and small 
business owners easier. It’s simple: 
we have to work with them to achieve 
their vision. We have to listen to 
them, understand their industry and 
invest in research and development 
so that we can provide them with the 
most current and cutting-edge advice 
and technology.

Creare underpins everything it 
does with cutting-edge thinking 
and solutions that work

TECHNOLOGY EDITION
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MTT (Motor Trade Technology) based in Weston super 
Mare is a new name for a group of well-established 
companies that came together under one brand name 

in 2006. The group is extremely diverse in its product range, 
which ensures that it is durable enough to survive downturns in 
the economy. 

Its main product is software that is devised, developed, tested and supported 
in house by a dedicated team of programmers and support staff. The company 
specialises in off-the-shelf software systems for the motor industry, vehicle rescue 
and recovery, stock control, point of sale and, more recently, a new product for the 
car and van rental market. In addition, MTT writes bespoke applications for clients 
upon request.

Another element of the company’s field of expertise is in the MOT Scheme. For 
over 10 years MTT has provided vehicle-specific data (VSI) to the Driver and Vehicle 
Standards Agency (DVSA), which provides the UK’s 22,000 test stations with all the 
information they require to safely and efficiently carry out an MOT test. The system 
gets around three million ‘hits’ each month and has proved to be highly reliable. 
The information is updated daily and contains over two million items of data on a 
wide category of vehicles from 1980 to date.

The business with the banner ‘The MOT Club’ also carries out inspections on 
vehicle test stations and testers to ensure the standard of testing meets DVSA 
requirements, and it visits over 3,000 test sites each year across Scotland, England 
and Wales to ensure that the club members meet the highest standards. As part 
of its wide range of services, the club provides technical help, training and legal 

MTT

» Pioneers in automotive 
software, creating software 
solutions since 1992

» Led the way in computerising 
the vehicle-recovery industry

» Has provided technical data 
to the government’s MOT 
computerisation since 2003

» Small but dynamic company 
with just 21 employees and 
with a turnover of £1.2 million

» Investment received from 
a leading London-based 
private equity company

Ben Roberts Managing Director, 
appointed at the beginning of 
2015

MTT Office in Weston super Mare

ABOUT MTT
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help and advice. The club also sits 
on government-led forums and 
international bodies to lobby on behalf 
of its membership for improvements 
in MOT testing. The MOT Club, whose 
members include seven of the top ten 
dealer groups plus independents and 
fast-fit chains, was founded by industry 
expert Hugh Roberts.

Software products
MTT has a policy of constantly improving 
its products. Its main software systems 
are:

• AutoInTouch Live is a garage 
management system used by over 
1,200 service repair garages in the 
UK. It provides service repair garages 
with the ability to manage and 
run their workshop and business 
efficiently and professionally, 
and includes a wide range of 
management and marketing tools 
to record information and improve 
profitability. The product first came 
to market in 1988 and has been 
constantly improved since then with 
new features and design styles. Not 
only does AutoInTouch Live allow 
the garage to look more professional 
but it is also a significant benefit in 
enabling the garage to retain existing 
customers.

• Garage Manager was the first 
IT system to be used in the UK 
vehicle rescue and recovery sector, 
and was first launched in 1987. 
It quickly became the benchmark 
for use by recovery operators, and 
is recognised by all the recovery 
clubs. During its 28-year life, Garage 
Manager has undergone around 
35 upgrades and modifications to 
meet the ever-changing needs of the 
recovery sector.

• turboDROID software allows both 
clubs and operators to send and 
receive jobs electronically, saving the 
time of phoning or faxing and thus 
improving efficiency. It also links to 

recovery vehicles, personal digital 
assistants, tablets, laptops, etc. 
Garage Manager and turboDROID 
reduce administration to a minimum, 
and have been recognised as playing 
an important part in reducing the 
amount of time it takes to reach the 
scene of an accident or breakdown.

• Selling Point II is the new version 
of a product that has been in use 
in industry for over 20 years. The 
software is used by plant hire 
companies, builders’ merchants, 
machinery and component 
manufacturers, vehicle-part stockists 
and agricultural farm suppliers to 
record stock levels and sales, and for 
stock control, ordering and accounts.

 The product allows full management 
and control of all stock movement 
and sales, and monitors the stock of 
fast and slow moving parts. The new 
version covers a wide range of new 
features and is able to cope with very 
high levels of order processing and 
stock management (including stock 
audits on a daily basis) and can link 
to the company’s website to help 
process online orders and assist with 
e-commerce activity.

Hugh Roberts, founder of  
The MOT Club

TECHNOLOGY EDITION
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MTT also offers a wide range of 
add-ons to its products. For example, 
Showroom is a car-sales software 
add-on that complements AutoInTouch 
Live, and items such as Postcode Look 
Up, VRM Look Up and a technical data 
package provide independent garages 
with a huge amount of information on 
vehicle technology.

The final part of the MTT product 
portfolio is a tracking system, and the 
latest version is more compact than 
ever but with high levels of reliability, 
and has the lowest price on the market 
for a product of its type. The trackers 
can be supplied with a roaming SIM 
and mapping system and can be 
remotely reprogrammed. They are easy 
to fit but our engineers will go to a 
client’s site to install them.

Widely used in the vehicle-recovery 
sector and haulage, the trackers are 
a great asset for operations. Not only 
do they indicate the location of a 
vehicle, they can also record speed 
and driver performance and provide a 
snail trail of the vehicle’s journey. The 
trackers can be easily concealed in a 
vehicle and can be an effective means 
of locating a stolen vehicle. With 
over a million pounds of plant, trucks 
and farm machinery going missing 
in the UK every week, trackers have 

proved a great benefit in recovering 
valuable equipment. 

Constant evolution
At MTT, once we have developed 
a product we look at how we can 
improve it and bring in new features 
as part of our ongoing upgrade 
policy. All our software is supported in 
house from Monday to Friday, and all 
customers on support receive upgrades 
free of charge. MTT also has field 
staff who cover the entire UK and can 
provide site visits when required.

As a company MTT is constantly looking 
at new markets, and in 2015 it launched 
new software aimed at the car and van 
rental market. The software has been 
developed for SME operators who want 
an easy-to-use and cost-effective system 
at an affordable price. MTT has listened 
to their needs, and believes the new 
product will meet expectations.

The company is also developing 
new ‘despatch software’ that can be 
adapted to its other software products 
to make them more versatile, especially 
in the vehicle-recovery sector. It also 
plans to launch a very simple and basic 
version of AutoInTouch to allow those 
companies that have yet to take the 
IT plunge a more comfortable entry 
into using business software systems in 
the workplace. Full training is supplied 
with all MTT’s products, together with 
instruction manuals.

Summary
MTT is looking forward to the future 
with a new range of products and 
improvements to existing software, and 
has a number of major opportunities 
to pursue over the next 12 months. 
With a new MD, Ben Roberts, who has 
strong background in IT in the motor 
trade, the objective is to use the latest 
technology to ensure MTT’s products 
remain competitive and cutting edge. 

Derran Rogers (left) and Steven 
‘Morrey’ Morrissey (right), two 
of MTT’s dedicated UK-based 
support staff working together 
to help a customer

once we have 
developed  
a product  
we look at  
how we can 
improve it  
and bring in 
new features 
as part of  
our ongoing 
upgrade  
policy

“

“
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Hanlon Software 
Solutions

Hanlon Software Solutions is a small company based in 
Nottingham that develops software for publicly funded 
economic development initiatives, in particular schemes 

to get unemployed people into work. Over the past 25 years 
we have produced systems to monitor the delivery of many 
government programmes, including Inner City Task Forces, the 
Single Regeneration Budget and the New Deal for Communities.

Believing that regeneration is about people, business and place, Hanlon has developed 
web-based software to link all three and create one of the first managed virtual labour 
markets in the UK.

What did people want our software to do?
What drives the development of our systems is the need to monitor government 
spend on regeneration and the impact it has on local people and businesses. In 2007 
we developed the Hanlon Case Management System, a web-based solution to 
manage a model for employability and business growth.

Most organisations involved in employability follow a five-stage process to get 
people into work. Hanlon’s system monitors the entire process, linking professionals 

» Founded in 1989

» Develop software for economic 
development and welfare-to-
work initiatives

» Market is mainly public 
sector, predominantly local 
authorities

» Have survived the deepest 
public-sector cuts in living 
memory by reducing running 
costs and being innovative

ABOUT HANLON
SOFTWARE SOLUTIONS

Hanlon’s software links people, 
business and place

The aim of regeneration schemes is to improve local communities by reducing unemployment, supporting enterprise, 
improving housing, reducing crime and the fear of crime, improving people’s health and increasing educational 
attainment. Our software manages information on projects designed to achieve these aims, and informs practitioners 
and policy-makers of the social return on investment.

TECHNOLOGY EDITION
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via the internet so they can share data 
and collaborate to find sustainable 
jobs for their clients. Understanding 
the needs of local employers is key 
to making the process work. The 
web-based system creates a virtual 
labour market where local people can 
be matched to local jobs based on 
skills, location, hours and wages.

Reassurance that we were heading in 
the right direction came in 2008 from 
the Houghton Review into tackling 
worklessness, which stated: ‘We 
want to see a new framework where 
responsibilities are clear and it is easier 
for local partners to work together, and 
easier for national government to devolve 
more responsibility with confidence.’

The Houghton Report also set out 
recommendations for work and 
skills plans that would have the core 
aim of bringing local partners (such 
as local authorities, Jobcentre Plus, 
registered social landlords, and primary 
care trusts) together in a shared 
commitment to decide how best to 
tackle worklessness, increase skills and 
boost levels of enterprise. According to 
the report, this would enable existing 
mainstream services and local activity 
to be aligned, and also identify any 
duplication and gaps in provision. The 
plans would also be clearly influenced 
by employers’ needs, with the 

intention of ‘helping to drive forward 
engagement with the private sector’.

On the back of these recommendations 
we worked closely with Tyne and 
Wear City Region to implement our 
employability solution, connecting 
partners across the region to the 
benefit of local people and businesses. 
As well as supporting people through 
the ‘employability’ process, the system 
provides invaluable analysis of client 
progression, enterprise and skills data 
across the region. The same model has 
been rolled out successfully in many 
other areas of the country.

Hanlon’s software is adaptable to 
different needs. For instance, recently we 
have extended its scope to incorporate 
the Youth Contract and Universal 
Support Delivered Locally pilots (Universal 
Credit support services trials), without the 
need for further development. Business 
development teams use the system to 
track inward investment and grants, 
while social value in procurement can 
also be monitored.

Company ethos
Our aim is to develop software that 
makes a difference in disadvantaged 
communities. But people in those 
communities will never use our systems, 
so we have to develop solutions that 
will be used by the organisations that 
support them. Our staff know they are 
making an important contribution to 
the development of the business, as 
well as creating software that helps the 
wider economy.

Hanlon uses the latest technology to 
ensure our software remains current, 
efficient and cutting edge. We recruit 
from local universities, and have 
been helped by European Regional 
Development Fund wage subsidies to 
do this. We have been very impressed 
by the standard of graduates – they 
are enthusiastic, intelligent and 
knowledgeable.

Hanlon’s web-based system 
matches local people to local 
jobs based on skills, location, 
hours and wages

1. Engagement: registering 
clients and identifying 
appropriate funding to 
support them.

2. Barrier removal: dealing 
with issues such as mental 
health, low confidence 
and childcare.

3. Vocational activity: 
providing training to 
address skills gaps.

4. Supporting job entry: 
managing work experience 
and finding suitable local 
jobs.

5. In-work support: help and 
advice in the workplace to 
ensure jobs last.

»  T H E  F I V E - S T A G E 
 P R O C E S S  F O R 
 G E T T I N G  P E O P L E 
 I N T O  W O R K
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Responding to challenging 
economic conditions
Austerity cuts hit Hanlon hard as we 
are reliant on public-sector budgets 
in an area that is important but not 
protected. We have had to restructure 
the business, reduce costs and introduce 
efficiencies without impacting on the 
quality of the services we supply.

We required the support of our bank 
to complete the restructuring. The 
bank terms were harsh but we were 
grateful for the support. Now we have 
a structure in place that will enable us 
to take the company forward steadily.

In addition, we have had to be innovative, 
looking to find other areas where our 
software could add value, including new 
markets such as housing associations 
and the health service.

The evidence proves that our systems 
make a difference in tackling worklessness 
and will save the government money 
by enabling service providers to 
collaborate and work more efficiently 
to achieve positive outcomes. But the 
message ‘spend a little now to save a 
lot later’ is not easy when budgets are 
tight. This is even more difficult when 
the government’s flagship Welfare to 
Work initiative, the Work Programme, 
was about letting regional contracts to 
national providers rather than seeking 
local solutions. However, Hanlon is still 
here, and in the past year business has 
really picked up.

Into the future
We have seen a recent upturn in demand 
for our systems. There has been a move 
towards regional strategies with the 
emphasis on local delivery, such as City 
Deal. This requires the implementation of 
a regional system – a single, cost-effective 
solution where data can be shared – 
which is exactly what Hanlon’s systems 
are designed to do.

Recruitment and staff training are 
critical to our future and will maintain 
our ability to meet the expectations of 
our customers.

Summary
After five difficult years, Hanlon finds 
itself in a very positive position. We hope 
that there will be a recognition that local 
and regional solutions for employability, 
coupled with strategies for business 
growth, have the greatest chance of 
success, and that our software can help 
to deliver the savings and efficiencies 
that the government seeks.

We hope that there will be an 
understanding that the most 
disadvantaged people in our society 
can be helped into employment if 
appropriate support is funded. Money 
spent now on local initiatives to 
address worklessness will reap rewards 
in the longer term, and we believe that 
Hanlon has the software tools to help.

Engagement
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The available

• Flexible local routes to
target groups

Action Planning

North East Employability Framework

Effective incentives

Hanlon Case Management
Common reporting, definitions and tracking system

The persuadable

• Case worker assigned
to each client

• Flexible individual
action plan for each
client

• Build on existing
experience

Employability
Services Menu

The willing

• Individual life skills
training

• Client-group specific

• Personal support

Job Placement

The able

• Employer involvement

• Job coaching

• Personal support

Aftercare and
Retention

The successful

• Specialised support

• In-work training

• Career development

• Employer support

The evidence 
proves that our 
systems make  
a difference  
in tackling 
worklessness  
and will save  
the government 
money

“
“
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Britain’s persistent failure to match the productivity levels 
of its direct competitors is a constant source of concern. 
For many businesses it is an inescapable fact of their 

life. In the 24 years that we have been providing IT solutions 
to organisations, improving productivity has been one of our 
clients’ primary reasons for investing. However, all too often, 
achieving a productivity boost eludes most SMEs, as they have 
seldom been able to afford the technology required to ensure 
that all of their employees are fully equipped with the best 
productivity tools available.

The advent of cloud computing has now shifted the paradigm with its pay-as-
you-go model. This effectively levels the playing field, allowing even a sole trader 
to utilise the very same tools and technology as many of the world’s largest 
corporations. London-based Doherty Associates creates cloud-based solutions for 
businesses – many of them SMEs – and ensures full 24/7 support for the systems 
once they are in place.

One of the great strengths of SMEs is their flexibility and ability to implement 
innovations quickly. If you are an SME and want to compete with larger enterprises, 
you will need to assess needs, find innovative solutions and respond quickly to 
drive successful outcomes for your customers. Without these, an SME will struggle 
against the scale of resources available to larger counterparts. Until recently, the 
sheer scale of capital investment and technical knowhow required meant that it 
was near impossible for SMEs to match the technological might of their corporate 
competitors. The cloud has changed that forever.

Doherty Associates

» Founded 24 years ago by 
Terry Doherty

» IT support and services

» Business optimisation

» Offices in London and Kuala 
Lumpur

» Worldwide 24/7 support

» Microsoft Partner – Gold 
Small and Midmarket  
Cloud Solutions

The advent of cloud computing has 
levelled the IT playing field for SMEs

Terry Doherty, Managing 
Director and founder

ABOUT DOHERTY ASSOCIATES
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With modern cloud technology, people 
who work in today’s organisations can 
be fully focused on the job at hand, safe 
in the knowledge that the information 
they need will always be easily available, 
no matter where they are working or 
what device they are using. If they are 
part of a team, cloud technology has 
eliminated many of the difficulties that 
arise when trying to work together with 
people on the move. Virtual meetings 
that include voice, video as well as 
desktop and application sharing are just 
a click away, and are as easy to use as 
sending an email.

Over the years, we have witnessed 
several recurring productivity obstacles 
that our clients experience, such as 
when several employees need to work 
together to create a single document. 
The document is emailed between 
several parties, each of whom will 
add their contribution and review. At 
the minimum, there will be as many 
iterations as there are parties, often 
many more. All the versions are then 
centralised to someone with the 
responsibility for arranging the inputs 
into a homogeneous document. This 
then needs to be reviewed by all 

involved to make sure that everyone’s 
contribution has been translated 
faithfully, a process that inevitably leads 
to even more iterations. Valuable time – 
and thus money – is spent on this 
document. Surely there is a better way.

This example of co-authoring is easily 
solved through cloud computing 
technology with a document that all 
authorised parties have access to and 
can edit at the same time. The new 
edits are highlighted to make the 
changes to that single document easy 
to identify, no matter where the parties 
are located or which device they are 
using. A simple calculation of hourly 
rate and opportunity cost will tell you 
how much money this will save, and it 
is easy to imagine how it will improve 
productivity on every level. Cloud 
computing technology is not an end 
in itself: it is a powerful enabler, and 
there are now affordable tools that 
significantly improve employers’ and 
employees’ productivity.

Another example of significant 
productivity loss is the difficulty of 
capturing and reusing content or 
templates that have been created by 

The problems associated with 
co-authoring are easily solved 
through cloud computing

TECHNOLOGY EDITION
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an employee but not made accessible 
to the rest of the company. Some of 
the very largest organisations have 
invested heavily to solve this problem, 
and they will attest to having saved 
significant amounts of time and 
money. It is no coincidence that the 
term ‘knowledge worker’, which can 
describe many people working in the 
UK’s organisations, also depicts a big part 
of what they create as part of their daily 
work. Most of the knowledge that they 
create remains locked up in documents 
stored on local drives unintentionally out 
of reach of colleagues, or quickly buried 
under new information, organised in 
ways that make sense to that particular 
employee but maybe not to all.

Modern cloud changes all that. The 
latest productivity tools make it easy 
to capture reusable knowledge and 
automatically create readily accessible 
default content and templates. In 
other words: not only is it no longer 
necessary to reinvent the wheel but the 
prototype is readily accessible to all! 
This shift powered by cloud technology 
marks a step change towards 
ending the cycle of reinvention and 
dramatically increasing the value of the 
information created and stored inside 
every organisation.

Cloud technology is evergreen, 
automatically updating with new 
features and options on a monthly or 
quarterly basis, far from the 3–5 yearly 
cash-draining upgrade. This ensures 
that organisations keep pace with 
changes and continue to use the best 
available tools across the organisation.

Great organisations are built by 
talented people furnished with best-
in-class tools that allow them to reach 
their potential every day. The days of 
working nine to five are largely behind 
us. Flexible working and people being 
able to shape their working day to 
suit the balance they want between 
home and work means that it is now 
necessary to have support that is 24/7, 
with the right level and quality of help 
at hand. This frees people to focus 
on their work and ensures that they 
are never held back by the tools or 
technology that they are using.

Of course, to get the most from 
modern tools, the quality of planning 
and deployment are crucial. This starts 
with understanding the purpose and 
aims of the organisation, developing 
a clear view of its strategy over the 
short and medium term. Armed with 
this understanding we can determine 
where modern tools could support 
the achievement of goals. An insight 
into how people work, what they find 
challenging, and where they feel they 
are most and least productive will 
ensure that we find the most suitable 
productivity solutions for a business, 
and implement them in a such way 
that everyone will be equipped with 
the skills to utilise and benefit from 
them. Providing IT support and 
solutions for some is about fitting the 
business expectation to a restrictive 
IT platform. With the advent of cloud 
technologies, we can take a much 
more collaborative approach and 
instead fit IT to our clients’ business 
goals and needs.

An insight into 
how people 
work, what 
they find 
challenging, 
and where they 
feel they are 
most and least 
productive will 
ensure that 
we find the 
most suitable 
productivity 
solutions for 
a business

“

“
Flexible working means that 
it is now necessary to have IT 
support that is 24/7
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Searching for something online is a significant part of day-
to-day life. London-based search marketing agency Ayima 
helps companies put their online content in front of their 

audience by optimising websites and promoting online content 
through intelligent search strategies. Ayima employs some of the 
world’s leading experts and has developed advanced technology 
that offers private and public sector clients a cutting-edge service.

How the agency model broke
When Ayima launched in 2007, search engine optimisation (SEO) was rarely seen 
as a legitimate part of a blue-chip marketing operation. However, as its importance 
became more apparent, we witnessed an influx of corporate agencies offering SEO 
as a bolt-on service. The problem was that large agencies spotted the commercial 
opportunity but were not equipped with the level of knowledge, experience and 
technology to drive a high standard of results.

The sector became known to be full of people profiting from the technical ignorance 
of businesses both big and small. The worst offenders have been corporate agencies, 
which charge high retainers and allocate junior-level resources. They are regularly 
exploiting organisations with administration-heavy services rather than specialist 
consulting. This has led to disillusionment with SEO as a legitimate part of a digital 
marketing strategy, despite analysis showing its value as a traffic source. Businesses 
bounce from one false promise to another, never realising their full digital potential.

Digital consultancy spend was understandably one of the first items to be cut during 
austerity measures set out by the coalition government in 2010.

Ayima

Mike Jacobson, CEO, Ayima

» Specialises in enterprise search 
engine optimisation (SEO) and 
paid search (pay per click)

» Offices in London, New York, 
Raleigh, Vancouver and 
Stockholm

» One of the largest specialist 
search consultancies in the 
world

» Founded in 2007

» Market-leading technology and 
expertise

» Client portfolio includes British 
Airways, M&S, O2 and Bwin

ABOUT AYIMA

Ayima – quality insights, transparent 
costs and tangible results

TECHNOLOGY EDITION



How we’re fixing it
Ayima stands for quality insights, 
transparent costs and tangible results. 
This approach allows us to consistently 
prove our abilities to household-name 
companies and debunk the theory that 
SEO is all cloaks and daggers.

‘Google is constantly raising the 
bar in terms of the technical 
expertise required to conform to 
their methods, and this requires 
a constant evolution in skills and 
technique – something the larger 
agency groups are not equipped 
to provide.’

(Mike Jacobson, CEO, Ayima)

We help organisations meet their 
objectives by directly deploying 
the skills of our experienced team. 
Investing heavily in our people and 
technology, we raise the bar of what to 
expect from a digital agency.

Search fundamentals
Search is a highly technical discipline 
that’s constantly evolving, as Google 
strives to serve relevant and credible 
content to web users.

Our role is to create a website 
architecture that search engines can 
understand and identify opportunities 

for web content to perform better in 
search results. In highly competitive 
industries, the difference between 
being first or second can be millions of 
visitors a month, having a direct and 
dramatic effect on revenue.

We help make the web work
As search practitioners, we have an 
ever-growing list of issues to contend 
with. The online world facilitates 
complex real-time communication 
between phones, laptops, watches and 
other emerging ‘smart’ devices.

With almost 50,000 Google searches 
made every second, users have become 
accustomed to getting the right piece 
of information as soon as they request 
it. As with any transaction, customers 
expect a certain level of service, so 
we work to ensure that the wealth of 
information organisations offer is both 
accessible and aesthetically pleasing.

Technological trends often come and 
go before complex organisations are 
able to implement change. They have 
a desire to innovate and adopt new 
developments, but fear upsetting the 
apple cart.

Ayima’s technology has been built to 
help businesses prioritise and make the 
right improvements. Analysing the web 
by using similar processes to Google, 
we are able to identify and react to an 
evolving digital landscape and provide 
crucial information on how to adapt 
and scale websites accordingly.

Search is often a difficult concept for 
senior management to understand 
and justify expenditure on. We see 
educating business owners and those 
involved in procurement about the 
strategic benefits of search as a crucial 
part of our service.

‘Ayima SEO Certification training 
was one of the best provided to 
our group. Attendees across the 
board provided feedback that the 
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Our experienced team helps 
organisations meet their 
objectives

SEO fundamentally breaks 
down into two key disciplines 
to improve website visibility:

» Relevance – optimising 
page structure, content, 
coding and tagging 
so search engines can 
associate a site with terms 
and topics

» Authority – creating 
connections with 
respected and influential 
websites within associated 
online networks

»  W H A T  I S  S E O ?
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training was relevant, timely and 
could be immediately applied to 
their job.’

(Manager of Change Management 
and Training, Verizon Wireless)

Some of our British clients – British 
Airways, M&S and O2 – have seen huge 
benefits by integrating search strategies 
with the rest of their marketing activity, 
both online and offline. Search is no 
longer an afterthought; the data we 
provide drives high-level business 
decisions and delivers profitable growth.

In expanding our business to have a 
significant presence in the USA, Canada 
and Europe, we have diversified our 
service portfolio to address the need 
for data collaboration and high-quality 
online content on the web.

Leading the digital community
We launched LondonSEO (the longest 
running industry networking event) 
in 2003 and opened the virtual doors 
to Ayima Labs in 2012. This is our 
dedicated R&D arm, developing the 
unique technology that sets us apart 
from a plethora of companies offering 
search services.

Focused on building new tools for our 
team and the community, there is a 
constant stream of projects on the go. 
One of the most successful outputs is 
Redirect Path, a Chrome extension that 
has been downloaded by over 50,000 
users across the globe.

Ayima Pulse is our most recent 
creation, a unique tool that tracks 
multiple sectors to show daily 
fluctuations in Google results. The 
feedback from our peers has been 
spectacular and, as with everything we 
develop, a roadmap of improvements 
and updates is well underway.

Offering a helping hand
Smaller charities often struggle to 
perform in search results for keywords 

related to their cause. They are up 
against the corporate social responsibility 
departments of larger global companies, 
so we made it our mission to start 
tracking data in the charity sector to 
help organisations that needed it most.

We provide pro bono support for 
homeless charities in the UK and the 
USA, as well as the legal charity Fair Trials.

‘Ayima have been fantastic for 
us, they helped no end with 
restructuring the whole thing. 
Everyone at the organisation 
that we’ve dealt with has been 
approachable and helpful, and 
they always make sure that we’re 
kept informed.’

(Alex Mik, Fair Trials)

Our future
Our mission is to continue to help 
more British businesses achieve their 
goals, whether that be through 
creative-content campaigns or fixing 
fundamental website structural issues.

Scaling our technology as the web 
changes and grows, we will continue 
to fight for search to have a seat at 
the boardroom table, and right the 
wrongs of agencies who have given 
the practice a bad name.

Search is no  
longer an 
afterthought;  
the data we  
provide drives  
high-level  
business  
decisions and 
delivers  
profitable  
growth

“

“
Education is a crucial part of our 
service

TECHNOLOGY EDITION
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Labour MPs rebel over welfare
The package of welfare measures and 
minimum wage increases at the heart 
of George Osborne’s budget created 
havoc on the Labour benches. For many 
Labour strategists, the perception that 
their party was soft on welfare was 
an important factor in their election 
defeat. But faced with the sweeping 
cuts proposed by the Chancellor, Labour 
MPs were unable to unite around 
their acting leader, Harriet Harman, 
who wanted to abstain on the second 
reading of the government’s Welfare 
Reform and Work Bill. This lowered 
the cap on how much a household can 
receive in benefits and limited child 
tax credits to two children per family – 
although it would only begin to apply to 
children born after March 2017.

The former social security minister, 
Helen Goodman, led the internal dissent 
with a ‘reasoned amendment’ to kill the 
Bill, which attracted the signatures of 60 
Labour MPs. That forced Harriet Harman 
to propose her own amendment setting 
out which cuts Labour supported, but 
also seeking to stop the Bill.

In the ensuing Commons debate, the 
work and pensions secretary Iain Duncan 
Smith said his Bill would target the ‘five 
key pathways to poverty that affect 
children’s life chances: worklessness, 
educational attainment, drug and 
alcohol addiction, family breakdown 
and problem debt. The Bill will remove 
the existing measures and targets in the 
Child Poverty Act 2010 and introduce 
a new duty to report on worklessness 
and educational attainment … Our new 
approach will drive real action, which 
will make the biggest difference to the 
most disadvantaged children now and in 

future.’ He visibly enjoyed the discomfort 
of Labour MPs.

For Labour, shadow work and pensions 
minister Stephen Timms supported 
some sections of the Bill but criticised 
the government for – as he saw 
it – dropping the ambition to reduce 
child poverty: ‘Instead of eliminating 
the scandal of child poverty, the Bill 
attempts to eliminate the term.’

The other parties in the Commons 
opposed the Bill outright. The SNP’s 
Hannah Bardell said it would push 
children and families deeper into poverty, 
and the Lib Dem Tim Farron, making his 
Commons debut as party leader, said 
the government did not have to take 
£12 billion from the poorest families in 
the country, but chose to do so.

Another important voice was that 
of the Labour chair of the Work and 
Pensions Select Committee, Frank Field. 
He said Labour should defend the three 
million ‘strivers’ who depended on 
in-work benefits. They were ‘walloped’, 

Review of 
Parliament

The government’s 
post election Welfare 
Reform and Work Bill 
caused dispute within  
the Labour party
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he said, with many becoming £1,000 a 
year or more worse off.

But there was strong support from the 
Conservative side, where influential 
backbencher David Burrowes was 
jeered when he claimed membership of 
‘the workers and one nation party.’ He 
said the Bill could also be described as 
the ‘catch you when you fall Bill’ or the 
‘lift you when you can rise Bill’.

Helen Goodman, whose rebel 
amendment had caused such 
difficulty for Harriet Harman, said the 

government had no mandate for the 
Bill: ‘Throughout the election the Tories 
refused to say how they were going to 
save £12 billion from the welfare bill, 
because they knew that the measures 
would be unpopular and it would hit 
them in the ballot box.’

Another Labour MP, John McDonnell, 
was more graphic: ‘I would swim 
through vomit to vote against the 
Bill … We hear lots about how high the 
welfare bill is, but let us understand why 
that is the case. The housing benefit 
bill is so high because for generations 
we have failed to build council houses, 
we have failed to control rents and we 
have done nothing about the 300,000 
properties that stand empty in this 
country. Tax credits are so high because 
pay is so low. The reason why pay is so 
low is that employers have exploited 
workers and we have removed the trade 
union rights that enabled people to be 
protected at work.’

By signalling a major change in welfare 
policy, the Bill had exposed a serious 
rift in Labour’s ranks. In the end, 
48 Labour MPs voted against it.

English votes for English laws
The Scottish independence referendum 
was a near-death experience for the 

300-year-old union of England and 
Scotland – and after a poll showing 
the ‘yes’ side was in the lead, the 
main party leaders had issued ‘the 
vow’, a promise of extensive further 
devolution. But on the morning 
after the referendum result, David 
Cameron had also promised to 
address the English question – the 
growing resentment at an asymmetric 
constitutional settlement that allows 
Scottish MPs to vote on English issues 
but does not allow the reverse.

The ramifications of this issue, and 
the prospect of a minority Labour 
government sustained by the votes of 

Scotland voted to stay 
in the UK after voters 
rejected independence

A split of 48 MPs caused 
Labour’s amendment to 
the welfare bill to lose by 
208 to 308 votes
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SNP MPs, became one of the dominant 
themes of the 2015 general election. 
And the issue was previewed when 
the Commons debated a government 
document – a command paper – 
setting out the options for EVEL, or 
‘English votes for English laws’.

The options included a total bar on 
Scottish MPs voting on English and 
Welsh legislation, allowing English MPs 
a greater say during the early stages of 
consideration, and giving English MPs an 
effective veto at the committee stage of 
a Bill, and an English Grand Committee 
of the Commons, again with a veto over 
England-only legislation.

To the regret of the leader of the 
Commons William Hague, Labour 
had not engaged in the debate. ‘It is 
an issue that too many people have 
avoided for too long and it can no 
longer be put aside,’ he said.

Labour’s shadow justice secretary Sadiq 
Khan warned against hasty action: ‘what 
we must not do, only months after 
the Scottish people voted to keep our 
kingdom united, is allow the division of 
our country by the back door. Nothing 
we do should jeopardise the future 
of the Union … uniting our country 
is more important than uniting the 
Tory party.’ That was a swipe at David 
Cameron, who faced criticism within his 
party for making too many concessions 
to Scottish demands –it had become 
increasingly clear that many of his troops 
would not support the promised further 
devolution for Scotland without action 
on the English question.

One of the key advocates of EVEL 
was the former cabinet minister John 
Redwood, who argued that major 
constitutional legislation was not needed, 
and that it could be brought in via a 
simple change to the standing orders 
of the House of Commons, on a single 
vote. He challenged Mr Hague: ‘England 
expects English votes for English issues. 
We expect simplicity and justice now, no 

ifs, no buts, no committee limitations, no 
tricks. Give us what we want … Will he 
now join me in speaking for England?’

The Conservative 2015 manifesto 
included a detailed scheme for those 
standing order changes, to allow an 
effective English veto on legislation – 
and those proposals were confirmed 
in July. But when the former Scottish 
secretary Alistair Carmichael, a 
Liberal Democrat, employed a rarely 
used procedural device to secure an 
emergency debate on the proposals on 
7 July, it became clear that a number 
of key Conservative backbenchers were 
deeply troubled by the implications for 
the future of the UK.

Mr Carmichael said the proposal was 
one no Unionist should advance: ‘It is 
perfectly understandable for people 
in England to identify a national 
interest in response to the mood of 
Scottish nationalism forming north of 
the border, but the answer is not to 
meet it with more nationalism. The 
answer is, I suggest a proper federal 
structure.’ He was interrupted by 
the Conservative Andrew Bridgen, 
who accused him of ‘wanting to 
have his porridge and eat it’. Mr 
Carmichael insisted he understood 
that there was a problem: he simply 
didn’t believe that the answer was 
‘trashing the Union and the United 
Kingdom parliament’.

The new leader of the Commons, 
Chris Grayling, insisted the central issue 
remained one of fairness: ‘If members 
of the Scottish parliament are in future 
to decide a Scottish rate of income 
tax … is it actually unfair that English 
members of parliament, or English 
and Welsh MPs, or English, Welsh 
and Northern Ireland MPs have the 
decisive say over tax rates that affect 
their constituencies?’

But perhaps the most influential 
contribution came from the Conservative 
ex-minister Sir Edward Leigh, who 

Sadiq Khan, Labour’s 
shadow justice secretary
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crystallised the anxieties of some of 
his colleagues. He said votes on many 
ostensibly English issues had knock-on 
financial consequences for Scotland 
(known as ‘Barnett consequentials’ in 
parliamentary jargon). So, he warned, 
preventing Scottish MPs from voting on 
those issues would hand the Scottish 
nationalists a grievance they would 
exploit: ‘Of course the SNP wants 
independence [cheers from the SNP 
benches] but why are we making it 
easier for them? …Why are we giving 
this gift to the SNP?’

For the SNP, Pete Wishart drew a 
lesson from history: ‘What we are 
doing is quite extraordinary. We 
have not done anything like this for 
centuries. It is of historical significance 
because it is of such constitutional 
importance … Back in the days of 
Gladstone, this was being done in 
order to curtail the voting rights of 
Irish MPs, and history is able to judge 
how successful that was in maintaining 
the Union.’ A point that attracted the 
support of the Democratic Unionist 
Ian Paisley, who warned: ‘no-one can 
predict the crisis that could engulf 
Scotland, England, Wales and Northern 
Ireland as a result of what is happening 
here’. This was a crucial intervention 
because it made clear that the 
government could not rely on the DUP 
to bolster its slim Commons majority.

Faced with evidence that a small 
but influential band of its own MPs 
would not support its proposals, the 
government retreated and promised 
a consultative debate, after which a 
refined version of the standing order 
changes will be voted on in the autumn.

Bercow ambush
It was a cunning plan, a last minute 
ambush, intended to make Speaker 
Bercow more vulnerable to removal  
at the start of the 2015 Parliament.  
It backfired badly.

The final pre-election week of any 
parliament is usually devoted to 
legislative loose ends, resolving detailed 
disagreements between the Commons 
and the Lords about Bills still in the 
legislative sausage machine. This often 
involves motions being tabled and 
debates being scheduled at short notice – 
and so few eyebrows were raised when 
ministers pushed through a procedural 

motion allowing them to put new 
business before MPs, at short notice.

But in the early evening of the 
penultimate day of the parliament, the 
leader of the Commons, William Hague, 
visited the Speaker’s office to inform 
John Bercow that the government 
intended to use those powers to debate 
changing the way that the Speaker 
was re-elected at the start of a new 
parliament. The current procedure is for 
MPs to shout ‘aye’ or ‘no’ to the motion 
that the incumbent Speaker resume the 
chair. Only if there is significant dissent 
is an actual division held, and in those 

Sir Edward Leigh warned 
that Scotland must be 
handed ‘home rule’ to 
stop a ‘toxic mixture’ of 
circumstances destroying 
the union
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circumstances the way each MP votes is 
a matter of record.

That, of course, is a significant deterrent 
to voting against a Speaker – MPs who 
support an attempt at removal, and fail, 
could face retaliation – not being called 
to speak, or only being called very late, 
for example. So, there was a democratic 
case for changing the rules – but this 
manoeuvre smacked of a coup against 
a Speaker who had been a thorn in 
ministerial sides, and who had made 
plenty of enemies on the Tory benches 
with his withering put-downs. More 
than that, Bercow’s procedural rulings 
had frequently displeased ministers – 
and might present them with even 
greater problems in the event of a 
hung parliament.

Conservative MPs had been kept 
in Westminster for a party briefing. 
However, many Labour MPs had already 
left to start campaigning: if the rule 
change was to be blocked, they had to 
get back. So, to buy time, the Speaker 
allowed three urgent questions, using 
up a couple of hours before the house 
reached the government motion.

By that time, the Labour benches had 
filled up. William Hague was given 
a rough ride as he argued that the 
rule change was overdue, and that 
the government had simply seen a 
good moment to give MPs a chance 
to debate it. He was supported 
by Conservative MPs like Michael 
Fabricant – a strong critic of the 
Speaker, who invited him to ‘pay 
tribute to Mr Speaker who, on 20 July 
2000 and again on 23 April 2009, 
advocated the need for secret ballots to 
stop government whips “browbeating” 
MPs as to the way they might vote’.

But Mr Hague must have been wounded 
by the furious response from his Labour 
shadow, Angela Eagle, who said the 
leader of the House was supposed to 
defend MPs’ rights: ‘I am sorry to say 
that by supporting this grubby little 

plot against the Speaker on his last day 
as a parliamentarian, the leader of the 
House has failed in his duty.’ Other MPs 
used phrases like ‘stitch up’ and ‘grubby 
schoolboy intriguing’.

As a noisy, angry hour of debate 
continued, the killer blow came from 
a Conservative, Charles Walker, an 
ally of the Speaker and member of 
the powerful executive of the 1922 
Committee, which represents Tory 
backbenchers. Crucially, he also chaired 
the Commons Procedure Committee. 
The anger felt across the chamber 
seemed to take form around him 
as he complained that he was not 
consulted about a debate on one of 
his committee’s proposals – and he 
recounted how he’d attended end-of-
term parties and farewell drinks where 
there had been plenty of opportunity to 
tell him what was planned.

His peroration – delivered with 
considerable emotion – was 
devastating: ‘I have been played as 
a fool. When I go home tonight, I 
will look in the mirror and see an 
honourable fool looking back at me. I 
would much rather be an honourable 
fool, in this and any other matter, 
than a clever man.’ For the only time 
in a difficult debate, William Hague’s 
composure cracked. Many Conservative 
MPs were tearful. Labour MPs delivered 

William Hague wanted a 
secret ballot to decide the 
Speaker’s future after the 
election
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an unprecedented standing ovation. In 
that moment the motion was clearly 
lost – and Charles Walker became the 
likely successor to Mr Bercow. And the 
sequel, when the Commons met, after 

the May 2015 General Election, was 
that the new Conservative government 
did not orchestrate a challenge to the 
Speaker. Mr Bercow was re-elected 
with no opposition at all.

Assisted Dying Bill

Attempts to change the law to allow 
terminally ill people to end their lives 
have cropped up regularly in the House 
of Lords in recent years – but the 
latest, the Assisted Dying Bill, proposed 
by a Labour peer and former Lord 
Chancellor, Lord Falconer, has proved 
the most serious yet. Private members’ 
Bills in the Lords seldom have much 
realistic prospect of becoming law, 
but this one produced a series of 
passionate and emotional debates.

Some of the most striking speeches 
came during detailed debate – when 
the crossbench or independent peer 
Lady O’Neill tried to change its title 
to the Assisted Suicide Bill. She said it 
was about aiding and abetting suicide, 
and just as truth in advertising was 
essential, so was truth in legislation. 
She was supported by the Labour peer 
Lord Brennan – who said the language 
had to be brutally clear, and the clearer 
the law the better the decisions people 
would make.

A powerful riposte came from 
the Labour peer Lord Cashman, 
who described how his partner of 
31 years had died of cancer. His voice 
shaking with emotion, he said the 
circumstances of his loss shed some 
light on the question – in his distress 
he had wanted to commit suicide; his 
terminally ill partner had needed to 
have his death accelerated. That was 
an important distinction.

The crossbencher Lord Pannick, an 
eminent human rights lawyer, said 
the idea that the public would not 
understand the Bill’s terminology was 
simply fanciful. But the Labour peer 
and doctor Lord Winston disagreed – 
elderly, confused, angry, distressed and 
perhaps even deranged patients who 
arrived in hospital needed as much 
clarity as possible, he said.

Lord Deben, the former Conservative 
cabinet minister John Gummer, said 
the Bill’s terminology should be stark, 
not soft – and the hearer needed to 
hear the word ‘suicide’, not ‘assisted 
dying’. But Lord Low, vice president 
of the Royal National Institute of the 
Blind, suggested the real aim of the 
amendment was to give assisted 
dying the same stigma as suicide. 
He thought the latter word was 
inappropriate to describe the rational 
choice of a mentally competent, 
terminally ill person seeking a dignified, 
peaceful death.

The Conservative veteran Lord Tebbit 
produced a copy of the Oxford English 
Dictionary and quoted the definition 

Rule changes that would 
give terminally ill patients 
the right to die was 
rejected by the House of 
Commons
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it gave: ‘“Suicide, the act of taking 
one’s own life – self murder”. Can 
we settle the matter now?’ Another 
Conservative, Lord Dobbs, retorted that 
to end one’s life in a process involving 
doctors, nurses and a judge was not 
killing oneself.

The most powerful attack came from 
the disability campaigner Lady Campbell 
of Surbiton – who has spinal muscular 
atrophy. Speaking from her wheelchair, 
she said that like many people with 
disabilities she had experienced long 
periods of depression, ‘but then things 
could get better. When you, and if you, 
get through that period … If in my case 
a new ventilation system is developed, 
you get better again. Maybe you have 
a week, or a month, or as in my case 
another 2 years. But during that weary 
low time when everyone is expecting 
that this is the time that you are going 
to die, you could easily take advantage 
of an assisted dying exit.’

The House listened in utter silence 
as she said she’d taken important 
decisions in those low periods. She 
had not taken a pension because she 
had always expected to die – and 
her request that peers remember 
that when she asked for a free lunch 

produced a muted, rueful gulp, rather 
than a giggle from peers.

But the House voted to reject both 
the attempt to change the title of 
the Bill and another amendment 
for more restrictive rules on assisted 
dying. And both votes underlined the 
strong support it has now built up in 
the Lords. In the end, the Bill ran out 
of debating time, but its supporters 
believe the extensive debate, and 
changes, including the addition of 
judicial oversight to the process, have 
produced a well-honed proposal that 
can be laid before the new parliament, 
for another attempt to write it into the 
statute book.

The first Euro-rebellion of the 
2015 parliament
The sequel to the 10 November 2014 
row over the European Arrest Warrant 
was played out when the Commons 
came to debate the detail of the new 
Conservative government’s European 
Union Referendum Bill – when it 
became clear that many Eurosceptic 
Conservative backbenchers harboured 
deep suspicions of their own leadership.

The Bill would have allowed a vote 
on British membership to be held in 

parallel with the May 2016 elections – 
which will include the elections for the 
Scottish parliament and for the mayor 
and borough councils of London. 
And it also included a relaxation of 
the normal ‘purdah’ rules, which 
restrict government activity that might 
influence the result in the run-up to an 
election or referendum.

Both of these could be – and were – 
seen as an attempt to bias the 

Baroness Campbell of 
Surbiton
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referendum in favour of the pro-EU 
side: London and Scotland were seen 
as pro-EU areas, where extra turn-out 
driven by their elections could produce 
additional votes for the ‘yes’ vote, and 
the relaxation of purdah would have 
allowed, Eurosceptics feared, the whole 
weight of the government machine to 
be thrown behind the ‘yes’ campaign.

Before the committee stage debate 
began, the government had 
announced the referendum would 
not be held alongside the Scottish and 
London elections – which left purdah 
as the main bone of contention. The 
Europe minister David Lidington wrote 
to MPs, arguing that the purdah rules 
could inhibit ministers in carrying out 
the day-to-day business.

But as the debate began, the former 
SNP leader Alex Salmond, newly 
returned to Westminster and now 
his party’s foreign affairs spokesman, 
predicted a re-run of the events 
that he believed had swung the 
2014 Scottish referendum against 
independence. ‘Let us just assume 
that, to try to get the “yes” result 
that the Prime Minister wishes, he 
needed a last-minute initiative. With 
no rules or restrictions saying that 
new political initiatives should not be 

made at governmental level during 
the last 28 days of the campaign, 
what would stop the Prime Minister 
doing a tour of the capitals of each 
of the governments across Europe – 
suspending Question Time in the 
national parliament – and stop their 
flying as one to London to announce a 
new commitment, a new undertaking, 
a new pledge, a new vow?’

The Conservative and former defence 
secretary Liam Fox said it was 
‘unseemly at best’ for the government 
to exempt itself from the normal pre-
election restrictions – underlining that 
it was essential that the referendum 
process was seen as fair. He noted that 
he had never, in 23 years in parliament, 
defied his party whip, and he urged the 
government not to force him to do so 
on this Bill.

In response, Mr Lidington said 
the government would exercise 
‘restraint’ during the referendum 
campaign, and he promised to bring 
forward new amendments at the 
next stage of consideration of the 
Bill – the report stage – in September. 
Crucially, this was enough to ensure 
that Labour would not back rebel 
Conservatives, allowing them to defeat 
the government.

But a rebel amendment from the 
veteran Eurosceptic Sir Bill Cash was 
pushed to a vote – and, although it 
attracted only 27 Conservatives, no 
one missed the significance of the 
moment. The Conservative Eurosceptics 
had demonstrated that they had 
the numbers and the will to defeat 
the government – if the other main 
opposition parties lined up alongside 
them. So, the government avoided 
embarrassment only because Labour 
did not take sides against it. With a 
new Labour leader due to be elected in 
the autumn, ministers cannot rely on 
similar support in future.

The European Union 
Referendum Bill caused 
unease within the 
Conservative party



THE PARLIAMENTARY REVIEW
Highlighting best practice

44 |  REVIEW OF PARLIAMENT

Danny Alexander’s last stand
Until 7 May, Danny Alexander was one 
of the four most powerful members 
of the coalition government. As the 
Lib Dem’s man in the Treasury, he 
sat on the Quad – the key committee 
coordinating coalition business, 
alongside David Cameron, George 
Osborne and Nick Clegg. As the 
number two minister in the Treasury  
he was a co-author of the final coalition 
budget, delivered on 18 March by 
Chancellor George Osborne. And 
the following day, with an election 
looming, and pressure to put clear 
yellow water between the Lib Dems 
and the Conservatives, it fell to him to 
deliver a Commons statement entitled 
‘Fiscal responsibility and fairness’, which 
was billed as his party’s alternative 
budget. The attempt was not a success.

Even before Mr Alexander began, the 
Speaker, John Bercow, intervened, to 
make clear that any ministerial statement 
had to be made on behalf of the whole 
government, not just one component 
of it. He said it would be unfair to the 
House for a minister to use his privilege 
for party purposes, and would put the 
chair in an awkward position.

The chief secretary did attempt to 
unveil an alternative economic vision 
to that of his coalition partners: ‘Today 
I set out a better economic plan for 
Britain … based on values of fairness 
as well as strength … [that] enables 
our country to see light at the end of 
the tunnel. It is not a rollercoaster ride, 
but a steady path back to prosperity. 
It sticks to the path we have chosen in 
this government, rather than lurching 
away from it by cutting too much or 
borrowing too much.’ Essentially, he 
unveiled the middle-way campaign 
theme his party then used throughout 

the general election, but as a piece of 
parliamentary theatre the speech was 
a failure.

Mr Alexander was never a great 
parliamentary orator, and was heckled 
mercilessly by Labour MPs. At one 
point, the Labour front-bencher 
Andrew Gwynn threw a copy of the 
coalition budget book onto the table 
in front of the chief secretary. He cut a 
lonely figure at the Dispatch Box. Only 
a handful of Lib Dem MPs had turned 
out, and there were catcalls, jeers and 
shouts of ‘bye’ from Labour when his 
leader, Nick Clegg, left the chamber 
while Mr Alexander took questions.

Labour’s Treasury spokesman Chris Leslie 
was withering: ‘doesn’t he realise how 
two-faced he looks’. He complained 
that the statement was an abuse of the 
procedures of the Commons.

There was no official Conservative 
response – but the backbencher Adam 
Afriyie pulled no punches: ‘I have to say 
that I am stunned by this statement … 
This is the Westminster bubble at 
its absolute worst, and it represents 
everything that is wrong with politics 
today. The Liberal Democrats have 
betrayed their voters, and their voters 
know it; their own candidates are 
now pretending to be independents; 
and today’s display is an absolute 
betrayal of the role they have played 
in government.’

A bruised Mr Alexander staggered to 
the end of his statement. Whatever the 
virtues of the policies he announced, 
they did his party little good. Seven 
weeks later he was out of parliament, 
a casualty of the SNP landslide in 
Scotland, and his party was reduced to 
a rump of just eight MPs.

Danny Alexander’s ‘Yellow 
Budget’ was poorly 
received
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A Queen’s Speech for working people 
from a One Nation Government

It was a tale of the unexpected; after 
an election campaign dominated by 
speculation over the possibility of a 
hung parliament, David Cameron’s 
Conservatives were now in government 
in their own right, with a modest but 
definite majority.

Their Queen’s Speech was the first 
purely Conservative programme for 
government since the distant days 
of John Major. Conservative MPs – 
whose number included plenty of new 
faces – were jubilant. Labour, which 
almost till the last had expected to be 
in government, not opposition, was 
in crisis. The Liberal Democrats were 
reduced to a remnant, and the SNP 
had taken over as the third party in 
the Commons, forming a confident, 
sometimes noisy phalanx in a corner 
of the chamber, where a lively border 
dispute with Labour MPs became one 
of the running themes of the early 
weeks of the new parliament.

One sign of the change was the 
appearance of Labour’s Harriet Harman 
to speak for her party. Five years 
before, she had been acting leader 
after the departure of Gordon Brown; 
now she was filling in again, following 
the resignation of Ed Miliband.

Recalling David Cameron’s admission 
that he would not seek a third term as 
Prime Minister, she remarked that they 
were both interim leaders – and she 
promised the Conservatives that, with 
such a slender majority, they would not 
have everything their way. But there 
were ironic cheers from the government 
side as she confirmed that Labour had 
dropped its opposition to a referendum 
on the UK’s membership of the EU: ‘We 
believe that it will be better for Britain 
if we stay in the European Union. It is 
important for the future of this country, 
which is why 16- and 17-year-olds 
should have the right to vote in the 
referendum – it is their future, too.’

She warned that the economy, the 
constitution and public services remained 
in a fragile state and that the benefits 
of returning economic growth were not 
being shared. ‘Britain cannot succeed 
with low-skilled, low-wage, insecure 
employment and a race to the bottom. 
The path to economic prosperity and 
recovery must involve a high-skilled, 
long-term approach.’ She added that 
Labour was sympathetic to another key 
government policy, the idea of a new cap 
on annual household benefit payments.

On the constitution, she said any 
change to ‘English votes for English 
laws’ should be built on the ‘broadest 
possible consensus’. And she took a 
swipe at the SNP MPs, who all but 
wiped out Labour in their former 
Scottish heartland: ‘Of course the 
Scottish National party wants to break 
up the Union – it wants people to have 
to choose between being Scottish and 
being British – but it would be utterly 
irresponsible for the Prime Minister to 
continue what he did so shamefully 
in the general election, which was to 
set the English against the Scots … Let 

The Queen outlined the 
one-nation programme 
of the first majority 
Conservative government 
in two decades
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us be in no doubt: the worst possible 
outcome for Scotland would be the 
SNP demanding full fiscal autonomy, 
which they know does not add up, and 
a Tory Prime Minister giving it to them.’

David Cameron began his response with 
a barbed welcome for Harriet Harman’s 
return as acting Labour leader. And 
he noted the presence of the former 
Scottish first minister, Alex Salmond, 
back on the SNP benches: ‘I notice that 
he is now the foreign affairs spokesman 
for his party – for which I assume he 
speaks on issues relating to England, 
Wales and Northern Ireland.’

He said the last parliament had 
been about a ‘repair job’ on the UK 
economy, and this one would be about 
‘renewal’. ‘This is the Queen’s Speech 
for working people, from a one nation 
government that will bring our country 
together. We have a clear mandate 
from the British people, a long-term 
economic plan that is working, a 
detailed and compelling manifesto, and 
we will not waste a single moment in 
getting on with the task,’ he said.

He announced that the government 
would legislate immediately for an EU 

membership referendum and would 
then embark on negotiations to reform 
Britain’s membership terms. And while 
he welcomed Labour’s support for the 
referendum, he noted: ‘If we had listened 
to the Labour Party there would be no 
renegotiation and there would be no 
referendum; there would be no choice.’

As Deputy Prime Minister the Liberal 
Democrat leader Nick Clegg had sat 
alongside David Cameron on the 
government front bench. But the 
election reduced his party to just 
eight MPs – that meant he had to sit 
on the backbenches and wait quite a 
while for the opportunity to deliver his 
thoughts: ‘my party’s parliamentary 
presence may be much reduced in 
size, but our mission is clearer than 
ever. As we did in the coalition 
government, we will fight any attempt 
to weaken the fundamental rights of 
our citizens, whether those enshrined 
in the European Convention on Human 
Rights and the Human Rights Act, or 
those threatened by what sounds, 
from what I have heard today, to be 
a turbo-charged snoopers’ charter.’ 
These themes were to unfold over the 
early weeks of the new parliament.

The new government’s first budget
It was George Osborne’s seventh 
budget, but his first completely 
Conservative one. And its sheer radical 
sweep left political parties and interest 
groups struggling to catch up.

The central element was a series of 
radical cuts to in-work tax credits, 
new restrictions on housing benefit 
and a reduction in the annual benefit 
cap to £23,000 a year per household 
in London and £20,000 in the rest of 
Britain. These measures were partially 
compensated for by a new £7.20 an 
hour national living wage for workers 
aged over 25 – an audacious raid on 

Labour’s election manifesto. It will 
come into force in April 2016 and 
rise to £9 an hour by 2020. As it was 
announced, the work and pensions 
secretary Iain Duncan Smith could 
be seen punching the air in delight. 
And as Conservative MPs cheered, Mr 
Osborne repeated the announcement 
with theatrical flair – in case Labour 
MPs hadn’t heard it the first time.

The Chancellor hailed his proposals 
as a budget for working people ‘that 
sets out a plan for Britain for the next 
5 years to keep us moving from a low-
wage, high-tax, high-welfare economy 

The Prime Minister did 
not fail to notice the 
attendance of former SNP 
leader Alex Salmond in the 
Commons
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to the higher wage, lower tax, lower 
welfare country we intend to create’. 
He said the budget was the product of 
a ‘one nation’ government, which had 
been entrusted by the British people 
to rebuild the economy on a stronger 
footing. And he pointed to the 
unfolding crisis in Greece as a warning 
of what could happen if this country 
failed to deal with its borrowing.

One key announcement was that he 
would continue to cut the deficit at the 
same pace seen in the last parliament 
– a pace that would see the UK move 
to a surplus in the 2019–2020 financial 
year. That promise was underpinned 
by a series of measures, including the 
decision to restrict public sector pay 
rises to 1% per year, to replace student 
maintenance grants with loans and 
to abolish permanent non-domiciled 
tax status.

These measures would also allow the 
government to meet NATO’s annual 
defence spending target for member 
nations, of 2% of GDP. The threat 
that Britain might not meet that 
requirement had caused considerable 
disquiet on the Conservative benches – 
so the announcement was greeted 
with some pleasure there.

When the Chancellor sat down there 
were ecstatic cheers from Conservative 
MPs, who sensed that he had produced 
an economic package with real voter 
appeal, and one that wrong-footed 
the opposition. Labour’s acting leader, 
Harriet Harman, promised to look 
constructively at proposals to cut 
welfare spending. But she warned that 
the new national living wage would not 
make up for the cuts to tax credits, and 
many families would suffer as a result. 
And she added that the budget was 
‘less about economic strategy and more 
about political tactics to help him move 
next door [from 11 Downing Street to 
the Prime Minister’s residence, No. 10]’.

The responses from a slightly punch-
drunk House of Commons reflected 
the need to fully digest an unusually 
complicated and far-reaching financial 
package. The newly re-elected chair 
of the Treasury Select Committee, the 
Conservative Andrew Tyrie, suggested 
that the recent electoral ‘bidding war’ 
had reduced the Chancellor’s room 
for manoeuvre, leaving too much of 
government spending ring-fenced 
from cuts, and he had not made his 
job any easier by tying his hands on 
tax, by legislating to prevent increases 
to the main taxes. But he thought this 
budget, the forthcoming spending 
announcements in the autumn 
statement and the budget next year 
would, taken together, provide a real 
opportunity to secure the economic 
revival of Britain.

A less favourable assessment came 
from the SNP’s finance spokesman 
Stewart Hosie, who said that the 
Chancellor had been wrong to suggest 
that people living on benefits were 
making a ‘lifestyle choice’ even if they 
were trying hard to find a job: ‘their 
lifestyle choice is to work, and they 
should not be denigrated by someone 
who has never been short of a bob 
or two’.

Chancellor George 
Osborne’s focus was 
on cutting the welfare 
bill by £12 billion and 
boosting employment and 
productivity in Britain
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