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Aberdeen and Grampian Chamber of Commerce 
Russell Borthwick, Chief Executive 
 
Thank you for your letter dated 30 November 2017 regarding the draft budget 
2017/18. We welcome the opportunity to respond to the questions following 
the evidence received from Linda Scott, Chief Executive Officer, West Lothian 
Chamber of Commerce at the committee meeting on 28 November. We have 
considered each question but prefaced this with our own view too. 
 
General preface 
 
It is felt that the various agencies and partners delivering business support in 
the North East work well together to deliver support services to business. 
Examples of good practice include:  
 

 There is a relatively good level of understanding amongst service 
providers of what is available and who to approach 

 In October 2017 Aberdeenshire Council organised a joint conference 
attended by 50 local business support advisers to update their 
knowledge on the latest developments within the support landscape. 

 The Chamber was invited to the above session to present its role in 
‘Economic Development’. AGCC has a key role in the North-east as the 
largest Chamber in Scotland, representing around half of the working 
age population  

 The region has core business support such as SE account 
management, Business Gateway but also benefits from a wider offering 
by Elevator including their ‘Accelerator’ programme and business 
support offered by Opportunity North East focused around our core 
sectors 

  
Our own Regional Economic Strategy recognises some gaps though in 
business support and this includes: 
 

 Ensuring retention and growth of medium sized companies 

 Retention and growth of digital companies 

 Improving business support across agencies who engage with 
‘employer engagement’ for skills. The Chamber through the DYW 
initiative is creating a new ‘joined up for business’ initiative to try to 
reduce duplication and increase impact of this type of activity  

 The need to collaborate better across the public and private sector to 
achieve better internationalisation outcomes 

 
It is recognised that the people within the business community may not be 
aware of all of the various support agencies and their differing remits and in 
general we need to work harder to join up agendas. We are of course hopeful 
that the Enterprise and skills review will deliver on its aim to create ‘one view 
of the customer’ for business support activity. This one view would have to be 
across both public, private and third sector partners to be fully effective. 
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Your questions arising from West Lothian session  
 

 There is a perception that Scottish Enterprise’s focus is mostly on 
larger companies 
 

There may be a perception that this is the case, it is difficult to comment as we 
have no research on the topic. However, we do receive comments that 
support should be available for all companies who have growth aspirations. 
We have worked closely with SE / SDI on some occasions on international 
activity and we believe we both have aspirations to ensure this cooperation is 
more consistently adopted.  
 
To respond fully to your question we approached our Local Authority partners 
who informed us that most of SE’s work in the Aberdeen and Grampian area 
is with companies defined as SMEs. Of the 283 businesses SE work with in 
the City and Shire region it is estimated fewer than 30 would be large (as 
defined by the EU definition). 
 
According to Aberdeenshire council, to be accepted into SE account 
management turnover must be projected to increase by £1m over 3 years. 
The larger the company the easier this is to achieve (although where a 
business shows engagement by working with Business Gateway this 
threshold is lowered to £400k giving smaller businesses the opportunity to 
progress to account management).  This may contribute to the perception that 
is alluded to. 
 

 There is a gap in Scottish Enterprise support particularly for SMEs 
 
The skills and enterprise review and other work by Government itself has 
identified the need for more growth from mid-sized companies (e.g. scale up 
companies). This would suggest we have not performed as well as we could 
have in this space, in part these are the type of business that are receiving 
guidance and support for growth from ONE in this region. These groups of 
companies are also the target for the new Digital Theme in the region too.  
 
In terms of our general view of this space it is clear that there is a pipeline of 
business support from start-up and support for multinationals, but support in 
all of these categorise requires you meet a set of fixed criteria, that may be a 
natural outcome of the public sector trying to make best use of resources.  
 

 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 any issues regarding the time SE take to process RSA 
grant applications and therefore are unable to comment further. In general we 
have heard positive and negative comments on the time it takes to receive 
support and payment but note efforts were made to improve responsiveness 
as part of the Energy Jobs Taskforce. 
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 Research conducted earlier this year by WLCC indicated that 
many companies are not aware of or are not interested in 
exploring new export markets 

 
To answer this question properly we need to give some context about the key 
exporting sectors in the North-east. 
 

 The AGCC export documentation team completes over 15,000 
documents on average each year. In 2016, the value of goods exported 
through our team reached over $660m 

 Total international sales from the Scottish Oil & Gas supply chain in 
2015 was £11.4bn (made up of £4.1bn export sales and £7.3bn sales 
from international subsidiaries) (Scottish Enterprise, Survey of 
International Activity in the Oil & Gas sector 2015/16) 

 International activity in 2015 accounted for 50.9% of total oil and gas 
Scottish supply chain sales (Scottish Enterprise, Survey of International 
Activity in the Oil & Gas sector 2015/16)  

 In the food and drink sector the businesses that currently export 
outside of the UK reported trading with 101 different countries. The top 
country that businesses export to was Germany, followed by France, 
the Netherlands and Belgium.  While the top four countries are within 
Europe, Hong Kong and the USA also featured in the top ten (North-
east food & drink survey 2017)   

 This latest Oil & Gas survey (27th) found that in the six months to 
October 2017 49% of contractors (up from 38% in the spring 2017 
survey) are more confident about their activities in the UKCS in the 
current year, while only 11% are less confident. This net balance of 
plus 39% is the highest net balance since the November-March 2013 
survey (AGCC Oil and Gas Survey, 27th survey, November 2017) 

 Figures 18-20 below illustrate the ambitious plans that businesses have 
for international growth over the immediate and longer term (five year) 
future by sub-sector. The size of the boxes below represents the 
number of businesses that mentioned that country as being part of their 
plans either immediately or within the next five years (Charts are shown 
for sub-sectors that received enough responses to the question) 
(Scottish Enterprise, Survey of International Activity in the Oil & Gas 
sector 2015/16) 
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Source: AGCC in Scottish Enterprise, Survey of International Activity in the Oil 
& Gas sector 2015/16 
 
So having hopefully demonstrated an ambition to internationalise and do so 
on an even greater basis than is the case we want to turn to the barriers which 
may constrain this: 
 

 We have a set of emerging partnership arrangements with SDI / 
Scottish Chambers of Commerce and local Chambers. We are 
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excited and encouraged by these but these will need to bed in and 
see real change moving forward in delivery models 

 In some cases it is probably still true that public sector support is 
crowding out private sector activity particularly around trade 
missions 

 There may be firms with internationalisation potential but no 
ambition or ability to consider the opportunities. We have seen SDI 
working hard to achieve greater ambition in SMEs and this needs to 
continue  

 There is no doubt Brexit is causing uncertainty and in the long-term 
that may create international opportunities in new markets. 
However, in the short-term there may be significant impacts on 
supply chain activities, procurement and getting goods to market 

 The cost of doing business (e.g. business rates, apprentice levy, 
auto-enrolment, living wage) is rising leading to members telling us 
that while turnover is rising their margins are being squeezed. This 
is constraining ability to invest in productivity improvements and 
investigations and access to new markets.  

 The move to a ‘single view of the customer’ in the public sector will 
aide improved business support. 

 
 The business support landscape in West Lothian is quite 

cluttered. 
 
See our preface. 
 

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

 
In general the labour market has been looser in the North-east over the last 
four years. However, we still have just 1.8% claimant count (Aberdeen City 
and Aberdeenshire) (September 2017) and there is no doubt skills shortages 
exist in some very specific job roles and occupations. However, the ability to 
recruit and retain talent is multi-faceted and is a function of the companies 
themselves but also the environment (place) in the north-east. In that context 
housing, transport connectivity, leisure opportunities and public services are 
all important and we do have a concern that we are not fully in control of all 
the levers required to fulfil our own destiny in this context. 
 

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

 
Business Gateway in the Aberdeen City and Shire region performs well and 
we understand measured on per capita and a real basis outperforms the rest 
of Scotland. Indeed paradoxically during the oil and gas downturn new 
company start-up has grown and we believe the majority of these companies 
were not those made redundant from the industry.  
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 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 are of course aware of the Scottish Business Pledge. This is an initiative 
which at face value appears to be a good idea, however in practice it lacks 
bite as many companies already meet the criteria and do not feel the need to 
sign up to this. Good companies will already adopt many of the behaviours 
and criteria and succeed due to a successful team and engaged workforce. 
Companies who do not adopt the principles would in theory be more likely to 
fail in the long-term and as such we question the value of the pledge although 
the principles are sound.  
 
If you have further questions please do not hesitate to contact me. 
 

Russell Borthwick 
Chief Executive 
Aberdeen and Grampian Chamber of Commerce 
 

 


