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George Garlick 

Doctor of Letters 

Durham Cathedral, 1 July 2016 

 

George Garlick O.B.E. has spent his professional life in public service, which 

he defines as “being employed to give better life opportunities to the people 

you serve.”  Much of this has been in the North East of England, and his 

involvement with the University, both at Stockton and Durham, has been close 

for many years.   His strong support for us has been invaluable; today we 

express our deep appreciation of his contribution.  There is a great deal to be 

proud of in George’s career; his cultural achievements are the fruit of a 

particular passion - a means of enhancing life and prosperity in a region that 

has been hit hard economically.  He represents values that the University also 

holds dear in our commitment to offering cultural opportunities to all, not just 

our members, and our recognition that we sit in an area full of beauty, historic 

sites and cultural riches, with huge potential, which also suffers significant 

deprivation.   

 

When George was born his father was a coal miner in Barnsley – a man 

dedicated to self-improvement.  He grew up in an environment of reading and 

listening to music, and after Dartington Hall School, he studied Philosophy at 

Hull.  He taught English as a second language in Saudi Arabia before training 

as a solicitor and working in a number of local authorities doing child welfare 

advocacy.  He was only thirty-eight when, in 1995, he became the Chief 

Executive of Stockton Borough Council, making it into one of the United 

Kingdom’s leading local authorities.  During his thirteen years there we see 

the hallmarks of his distinctive approach emerging, for example, using cultural 

activities to give local school children the chance to develop their skills and 

confidence at the Riverside Festival, making Preston Park a vibrant resource 

for all.  It is such vision that enables Billy Elliot and other talented people to 

succeed.   

 

In 2008 George became Chief Executive of Durham County Council, 

overseeing the transition from eight local authorities into a new unitary one.  
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This new council was the fifth largest in England and Wales, and had the 

largest elected assembly outside Westminster.  He remained as Chief 

Executive until January 2016.  He has recently become chair of the Board of 

the Thirteen Housing Group, which offers “quality homes for rent and sale 

across the Tees”, continuing his strong commitment to public service. 

 

During George’s time at Durham County Council he drove a number of 

significant developments, which have enormously enhanced the setting in 

which Durham University is able to thrive.  The common threads are his 

convictions that Durham deserves to be prosperous, visited and admired, that 

its iconic Cathedral and its University are central to Durham’s success, that 

cultural activities can boost local economies while enhancing citizens’ lives, 

that regeneration in a region that has suffered so severely is indeed possible. 

To achieve his goals, George worked closely with both the Cathedral and the 

University, serving on the latter’s Council for many years.   

 

Running a council of this scale and complexity is no easy task, especially 

when it is necessary to make huge savings.  Like others who run large and 

formidably complex organisations, George is a skilled diplomat, a collaborator, 

an advocate, a strategist and a pragmatist.  It is greatly to his credit that the 

Council has retained its commitment to providing community facilities, 

including museums.   Lumière, the light festival that has happened every two 

years since 2009, is among George’s finest achievements, since he grabbed 

the chance to make Durham city home to an extraordinary and inspiring 

display of imagination and ingenuity, which is at once creative and 

technologically innovative.  This magical experience reaches thousands of 

people.  Long, before there was Lumière in London, Durham was pioneering a 

free and inspiring visual extravaganza.  George was a central figure in 

another recent venture that has touched large numbers of people: bringing the 

Lindisfarne Gospels to Durham in 2013 from their permanent home in London.  

Once again we see the hallmarks of his approach: fostering collaboration, 

between Council, Cathedral and University and encouraging ambitious 

projects capable of bringing income to the North East while offering high 
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quality cultural experiences.  Through education and community projects the 

Lindisfarne Gospels project reached right across the county.   

 

Such vision and drive is present in other aspects of George’s leadership – 

bringing businesses, such as Atom Bank and Hitachi , to the county.  His work 

at Durham County Council was recognized when it received the Council of the 

Year Award in 2014.  

 

It is easy to overlook the work of those, both paid and unpaid, who make local 

government possible.  As a professional leader in this sphere George Garlick 

exemplifies a valuable combination of qualities – his work has benefitted all of 

us who spend time in this gorgeous city and beautiful county.  He enjoins us 

to feel pride in our region and above all to follow his dedication to enhance the 

wellbeing of others.  We strive to give our students the means to thrive and 

hope they will in their turn give others the chance to do so. Universities are 

much more effective when they work closely with regional as well as national 

and international partners.  We at Durham University are deeply grateful to 

George for all that he has done for the North East, its citizens and the 

University. 

 

Chancellor, I present George Garlick to receive the degree of Doctor of 

Letters honoris causa. 
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