
PBS.2016_SDS01 
 
 
 

 

Scottish Parliament – Education and Skills Committee inquiry 

Evidence from the Aberdeen & Grampian Chamber of Commerce 

Introduction 

Aberdeen & Grampian Chamber of Commerce (AGCC) represents more than 1,300 businesses with around 
130,000 employees across all sectors. The Chamber works at local, national and international level to support 
businesses from sole traders to multinational corporations. 
 
This submission relates to the Chamber’s relationship with the organisations referred to in the inquiry, particularly 
SDS. The Chamber is a delivery agent for Skills Development Scotland (SDS) and Scottish Enterprise (SE) and 
also (in our view) a strategic partner which allows us and the economic development agencies to coordinate 
support to businesses. This means we have a unique perspective on the strategic approach taken by these 
organisations and also their operational activity. 
 
In addition, the Chamber is the host organisation for the North-east’s industry-led Developing the Young Workforce 
(DYW) group, which is supporting businesses to engage in more meaningful relationships with schools and deliver 
more work opportunities for young people, particularly in small and medium sized businesses. 
 
This response reflects on which existing relationships and partnerships work well, and makes suggestions for 
improvement based on our own experiences of working with SDS. Feedback received from members about these 
organisations are also highlighted. In addition, the Chamber has participated and submitted its views during the 
development of a regional response submitted by the partners of the North East Scotland Regional Advisory Board. 
 
Context of our response 
This evidence paper stems from our submission to the Enterprise and Skills Review earlier this year, where we 
highlighted the following fundamental points: 
 

1. Our national economic and international trade performance is not satisfactory. As the public body 
responsible for our national economic development, Foreign Direct Investment and exports this is what SE 
should be held accountable for 

2. Our national productivity performance is not satisfactory. As the public body responsible for skills this is 
what SDS should be held accountable for 

 
The Chamber’s view is that the Review’s scope was limited. For this reason, we welcome scrutiny of the Education 
and Skills Committee on the following points: 
 

1. Properly evaluating the performance of SDS and SE  
2. Understanding the right (current) set of aims for economic growth and skills / productivity 
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Our experience with SDS 
 
The Chamber has regular, direct interaction with Skills Development Scotland. The chart below outlines the 
relationships of different Chamber teams with SDS and describes the type of initiatives and projects undertaken. 
 

Chamber team SDS relationships Description of activities undertaken 
Training Contract Manager (Vocational 

Qualifications), ILA funding team 
• Delivery of vocational qualifications 
• Recipients of ILA funding use Chamber 

training courses  
Membership PACE team, local team for North-east 

Scotland 
• Member referrals sent to SDS for 

information on apprenticeships 
• SDS staff attend Chamber skills network  
• Promotion of SDS events and initiatives 

with members 
Events Local team for North-east Scotland • SDS staff invited and have attended to 

speak at events  
• SDS staff use Chamber events as a 

networking opportunity with businesses 
Senior Management 
Team 

Strategic level engagement with 
planning / research staff 

• Regional skills assessments 
• Regional skills strategy 

DYW (reporting to an 
independent board) 

Local delivery, some limited national 
engagement  

• Limited discussion on potential future 
potential to make a real difference with 
the DYW ‘brand’ / agenda 

• Practical activity to work in partnership  

The main area of engagement the Chamber has with SDS is in relation to Modern Apprenticeships. The Chamber 
receives funding from SDS to deliver Modern Apprenticeships in the following areas; business & administration, 
customer service, management & leadership, learning & development, social services & healthcare. These are 
qualifications the Chamber has delivered at a very high standard (as determined by audits) since 1991 / 1992. 

Despite this record of consistently good service delivery, the team still have to comply with at least 7 full 
qualification and awarding body audits plus regular compliance audits from their SDS contract manager. While the 
Chamber recognises the need to ensure all courses delivered are of a high standard, our record of high standards 
over a sustained period of time surely demonstrates we are a “low-risk” provider and should not be subject to such 
a demanding level of scrutiny. This would allow the team to engage with more businesses that could offer 
apprenticeship opportunities. A ‘risk based’ audit approach should be adopted to best use limited resources. 

In addition, the way in which funded places are allocated is unclear. It appears that the number of places awarded 
to providers takes into account the level of attrition from the previous year, which means that if candidates fail to 
complete courses, a reduced number of funded places are awarded in the following year. In a region like Aberdeen 
and Grampian where businesses have struggled with high employee turnover, candidate failure in the past has 
been due to the staff moving on from the business, rather than a poor service being offered or the course being 
wrong for their needs. At this current time, candidate failure to complete is often due to staff being made redundant. 
Modern Apprenticeship places should be allocated based on need, but if this is the case, SDS need to be more 
transparent about the process they follow to allocate funded apprenticeship places to providers. Such an approach 
would also assist the Chamber team with their annual business planning when it takes place in October. 

In relation to wider interactions the Chamber has with other SDS teams it has been highlighted that SDS is an 
extremely large organisation, and it is often hard for the Chamber to establish who is accountable for which area of 
activity and / or initiative. This means it has often been difficult to establish partnership working. Over the last year 
the Chamber has worked with the SDS team on a work-experience toolkit for employers and assisted with the 
promotion of the PACE initiative. However, the Chamber believes there is more scope for such activity, which 
would be much easier to establish if there was clear lines of accountability and responsibility. 

This point has also been reflected in the feedback from Chamber members. A number of members have informed 
the Chamber that it often takes a number of calls to access the correct team for dealing with their query. Likewise 

http://bit.ly/2aQL9qR
https://www.agcc.co.uk/training-skills/vqs#customer-service
https://www.agcc.co.uk/training-skills/vqs?id=vqs#management-leadership
https://www.agcc.co.uk/training-skills/vqs?id=vqs#learning-development
https://www.agcc.co.uk/training-skills/vqs?id=vqs#social-services-healthcare
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businesses have been critical of the SDS websites, saying that it has a poor user journey, there is too much 
information, and some of the information is inaccurate or out-of-date. 
 
Finally, while senior staff at SDS are generally accessible and open to discussion there is a challenge in the North-
east with no senior local contact acting as a ‘one-stop-shop’ in or near Aberdeen. We understand most other 
regions have a regional coordinator who acts as a single point of contact and this post needs to be filled in 
Aberdeen (or the region) as soon as possible.  
 

Reflections on the system of support  
 
SDS has a huge remit on a range of issues and there is a perception that SDS is trying to do too much on the skills 
agenda. As a result it is unclear what they are really trying to achieve and what the impact of their activity is. The 
fact that they has such a wide ranging remit and an already heavy workload, means they are often slow to respond 
to emerging issues within local economies, like the most recent downturn in the oil and gas sector. Action from 
SDS, beyond the PACE initiative, to address the large number of redundancies was not forthcoming, in our view, 
until the Scottish Government provided extra funding to establish the Oil and Gas Transition Training Fund. 
 
The North-east economy is currently readjusting with large scale redundancies within oil and gas firms. There is a 
need to support people to re-skill, however, support at the moment is focused on the under-25 age group. For 
example, only individual under-25 can receive funding for a Modern Apprenticeship. It is important the age group 
aged 25+ have adequate support in place to re-train during these difficult times, particularly if training would allow 
them to enter an industry with a skills shortage. 
 
Scottish workers who missed out on opportunities to enter higher education in their youth may still aspire to career 
paths which require a graduate degree and to more highly skilled roles within their organisation. Late-life career 
changes are also increasingly common. Therefore, there is a need for Scottish employees of all ages to be nimble 
and take advantage of re-skilling opportunities in order to avoid or overcome unemployment. 

 
The Developing the Young Workforce agenda seeks to place vocational training on the same level as academic 
study. However, there is still a persistent perception that the vocational route is not as good as an academic route 
for preparing for work. With SDS focusing on improving and developing vocational pathways, but the Scottish 
Funding Council focusing on further and higher education, action to deliver this much needed parity is fragmented 
and should be addressed going forward. There is no clear ‘career’ messaging and this is potentially more confused 
with the creation of the ‘single point of contact’ regional DYW groups. The review must take a clear view on who is 
responsible for delivering employer engagement and provide the requisite resource there to reduce duplication.  
 
 
What needs to change in the current system of support to make it simple and clear, and help deliver 
Scotland’s vision?  
 
Aberdeen and Aberdeen has a joint regional economic strategy and its priorities broadly mirror the priorities 
contained within Scotland’s Economic Strategy. Going forward, it is essential that Scotland’s economic 
development agencies support delivery of this regional economic strategy by having a more prominent presence 
within the region, both in terms of project support and staffing. 
 
A one-size-fits all, centralised approach is not working. Support needs to be tailored to regional demands and 
priorities. There is also a need to assess: 
 

• whether the ‘sector’ approach is right and whether the right sectors are being supported 
• whether business support is best placed within the public or private sectors. Council companies be 

‘account managed’ by banks or trade associations who already deal with them on a regular basis 
• to what extent SE should be able to take more risks to encourage innovation and productivity growth 

 
As highlighted earlier in this response the lack of senior (i.e. director level) SDS staff based in the North-east of 
Scotland means organisational-wide strategies do not take into consideration the uniqueness of the North-east 
economic cycle when compared to the rest of Scotland. The economy of Aberdeen and Aberdeenshire, and with 
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that its skills needs, is different to the rest of Scotland. Members of the Chamber have previously highlighted 
concern about a perceived lack of knowledge amongst the senior team at SDS about the skills needs of the region. 
 
The Chamber has attempted to address this issue by inviting SDS directors to speak at Chamber events so they 
can both inform businesses of the services and programmes offered by SDS, and also to answer questions from 
businesses. However, invites have gone unacknowledged. This is a missed opportunity by SDS to network and 
engage with the business community. Moving forward, it is essential that SDS (or any other government agency 
with an interest in economic development) engage more with businesses so that their priorities can be accurately 
reflected in SDS’s business plans. 
 
The local SDS are a hard working team but in our view are very under-resourced and do not have a strategic focus, 
given the lack of senior staff based in the region. This means that there is inconsistency in service delivery. Staff 
performance also varies. For example, the careers advice and information service delivered in secondary schools 
by SDS is patchy in impact with some schools having an excellent service resulting in most children having career 
pathways identified, whilst other schools have a very poor service. Every school should expect to receive the same 
standard of service from SDS. 
 
Skills and behaviours of SDS 
 
We would highlight the following skills and behaviours that the Chamber would expect: 

• Staff experience of working within the private sector 
• Knowledge of regional variations in skills needs, local economic cycles and key sectors within each region 
• A commitment to partnership working with Chambers of Commerce and other business organisations 
• A willingness to engage and listen to businesses about what their needs are 
• A focus on addressing the barriers to exporting for small and medium sized businesses 
• Practical experience of technological development and innovation 
• Regional support in delivering local economic strategies and addressing government barriers to delivering 

those strategies  
• Decisions on strategic priorities and funding based on up-to-date research of businesses and their needs 

 
At this stage, the Chamber does not have a clear view on what the right approach would be. The short timescale to 
respond to this consultation means that while the Chamber can report what businesses want going forward, our 
members are unsure what model would best deliver the support they need.  
 
How would we know if the system is working better?  
The Scottish Government is clear that it wishes to improve Scotland’s performance in productivity, innovating and 
exporting and unemployment. It is the Chamber’s view, therefore, that the only way that to know, overall, whether 
the enterprise and skills support system is working better is if there is performance improvement in those areas.   
 
The Chamber believes SDS needs simplified overall Key Performance Indicators. Fundamentally SDS needs to be 
held accountable to outcomes and not activity measures. These outcomes should include: 

1. Economic growth 
2. Productivity 
3. unemployment 

 
If activity measures have to be used the following areas could be used to assess performance of SDS: 

• Number of people in employment / training 
• Number of young people in employment / training 
• Number of people with additional support needs in employment / training 

 
As part of a balanced scorecard approach, measurement of satisfaction levels should also be part of more 
accountable organisations.   

 
James Bream         
Research & Policy Director             
             


