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Caithness Chamber of Commerce 
Trudy Morris, Chief Executive 
 
Many thanks for your recent letter regarding the Economy, Jobs and Fair 
Work Committee's scrutiny of the Scottish Government's enterprise budget. I 
have discussed the points raised in your letter with my team and hope that our 
response will help you in your work. 
 
There is a perception that Scottish Enterprise's focus is mostly on larger 
companies. 

We generally do not deal with Scottish Enterprise, as our area is covered 
under Highlands & Islands Enterprise’s (HIE) remit. Our feeling is that due to 
the nature of the Highland economy, HIE’s focus is necessarily more on 
SMEs, and we are not really in a position to comment on Scottish Enterprise’s 
activity. 

There is a gap in Scottish Enterprise support particularly for SMEs. 

Our answer to this is largely the same as the above – we tend to deal with HIE 
more than Scottish Enterprise. Where we can make comment, however, is 
that we feel there tends to be a gap in support for those SMEs which are not 
identified as “high growth” and therefore are ineligible for support from HIE. 

The time taken by Scottish Enterprise to process Regional Selective 
Assistance (RSA) grant applications is too long. These delays could be 
hampering expansion and employment growth. 

We are not aware of this being an issue in our area. We have a slightly 
different setup to other areas, as the Caithness & North Sutherland 
Regeneration Partnership – of which HIE is a part – brings together multiple 
public sector agencies, with the aim of speeding up and making funding and 
support decisions more efficient and effective, which perhaps makes this less 
of an issue for this area. 

Research conducted earlier this year by WLCC indicated that many 
companies are not aware of or are not interested in exploring new export 
markets. 

We would be interested to see similar research carried out for this region. We 
are aware that many companies in the North Highlands do export, but we are 
not in a position to say how aware of or interested these companies are in 
new export markets. We offer export support and advice to our member 
companies through our arrangement with Inverness Chamber. 

We would note that – again due to the nature of the North Highland economy 
– we have a smaller catchment group of businesses which are likely to be in a 
position to export. 
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The business support landscape in West Lothian is quite cluttered. 

We feel like the situation in this area may be better than in West Lothian – in 
part due to the Caithness & North Sutherland Regeneration Partnership as 
mentioned above – but we do agree that there can be overlap between 
agencies which may lead to confusion. 

Our feeling is that a bigger issue for this area is getting businesses into – and 
keeping them in – the correct pipeline for support and investment. We will 
explore this further in our answer to the point on Business Gateway. 

One of the biggest barriers to growth in West Lothian is recruitment. 

We are agreed that this is a similar issue for the North Highlands. The 
Chamber – in partnership with NHS Highland, North Highland College UHI 
and HIE – is undertaking work to address this in our area, but if this is having 
an impact on multiple regions it sounds like there could be scope for the 
Scottish Government to provide more national support to address this. 

That said, we would note that in areas where there are general shortages e.g. 
of GPs, consultants, teachers, industry specialists etc., rural areas are 
competing for talent with the rest of Scotland, so targeted support to such 
areas may be necessary. 

We would also note that the rest of the UK currently has a more favourable 
tax regime than Scotland, (and in fact might be significantly more favourable 
depending on the outcome of Thursday’s Scottish Government budget) and 
that this is likely to disadvantage us further in recruiting highly skilled 
individuals. 

Business Gateway services in West Lothian need improvement - more 
experts are needed in Business Gateway. 

We are agreed that this is the case, and feel that the fundamental problem 
here is a lack of resources being provided to Business Gateway to carry out 
its core activities. As far as we are aware, there are now only two advisers 
covering the entire area north of Inverness, with obvious impacts on the 
amount of time and level of support that they can realistically offer. 

As discussed above with regards to the business support landscape, we feel 
that this is having impacts further up the business support pipeline. With 
advisers lacking the resources to work closely with individual businesses, it is 
harder for them to identify who may be in a position for referral to e.g. HIE and 
to work with them to get them to that stage. 

We would also agree with the point made with regards to lack of expertise. 
Our feeling is that Business Gateway is not well set up to deal with complex or 
innovative business ideas and start-ups, and that they do not have the expert 
advisers available to help deal with this kind of development. 



3 

On the issue of the Scottish Business Pledge, Linda Scott observed "I 
haven't heard a lot of companies mention that (the SBP) since it was 
launched" 

We would agree with this point, and would note that the Scottish Business 
Pledge seems to have been overtaken recently by the Scottish Living Wage 
Accreditation with regards to signing up businesses. 

Between various public and private sector initiatives, our feeling is that the 
accreditation landscape is very cluttered, and that businesses are getting fed 
up with being asked to sign up to this or that pledge or accreditation, often 
with little evidence as to the business benefits they will see. 

The Scottish Government could be doing more to clarify this landscape and to 
drive a more rigorous, standards-based approach, especially as many such 
accreditations require that businesses pay a fee. 
 
 

Trudy Morris 
Chief Executive 
Caithness Chamber of Commerce 
 

 


