
EJFW/S5/18/BS/38 

1 

ECONOMY, JOBS AND FAIR WORK COMMITTEE 

BUSINESS SUPPORT INQUIRY  

Lanarkshire Enterprise Services Ltd 
 

In response to the Committee’s enquiry into Business Gateway (BG), the survey 
quite correctly targets businesses and individuals who presently use (and just as 
importantly “don’t use”), BG services at the moment.  I wanted to write and make a 
contribution from my companies’ perspective to help inform the Committee’s 
consideration of this hugely important topic. 
 
LESL is a Non Profit Social Enterprise which has over 25 years experience in 
Economic Development. We have been involved in the delivery of Business 
Gateway since the service was formed in 2002 and indeed the delivery of its various 
predecessors. In fact we have delivered the BG Lanarkshire service uninterrupted 
since then, having successfully tendered for the contract for the contract on two 
occasions in 2012 and 2017. We have also over the years provided BG services to 8 
other Local Authorities, providing support to around 25% of the national Business 
Gateway start ups in some years. Our wide ranging activities in support of Scotland’s 
SME’s also includes activities through our subsidiary Innovation Centres (Scotland) 
Limited, such as Innovation and Incubation Centres, Emerging Market support, 
SMART Accelerator and the Ready to Start Review, on online tool for new start 
businesses developed in Lanarkshire and recently adopted by BG National. 
 
The Committee is to be commended in recognising the need to focus on the delivery 
of support to SME’s in Scotland. Within the Scottish economy micro businesses with 
less than 5 employees represent 95% of the business base. This aspect of the 
Scottish economy has become increasingly important as the bigger companies, 
usually supported by Scottish enterprise, have become less numerous. In many 
respects Scotland’s economic future is based to a very large extent on the 
performance of our SME’s and the support that we make available to them therefore 
how we fund and deliver it are important questions. 
 
The use of a survey model is an interesting and valid method of collecting views and 
reactions from BG clients. Such surveys tend to bring the extremes of views, both 
negative and positive. Given the thousands of interactions that BG has with clients 
each year hopefully the Committee will be able to compliment the survey results with 
other methods of opinion gathering such as opportunities for facilitated focus groups. 
This would add a measure of qualitative response driven by an agenda that probed 
the rationale behind the opinion of the business.  
 
I believe that the survey results will show a general appreciation and 
acknowledgement of the relevance and value of BG from the SME’s who have 
utilised BG services..  
 
In our dealings with companies throughout the UK and elsewhere, the BG service is 
still looked upon with some envy and there are regular enquiries and visits to see the 
effectiveness of the BG. In particular, the closure of the Business Link network in 
England a few years ago created a vacuum which led to all sorts of ad hoc local 
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arrangements emerging to meet the real need for start up and growing business 
support. In Scotland the correct decision was taken to continue to support this vital 
part of our economy to drive growth and employment. 
 

LESL having such a long history of supporting start up and growing businesses is 
intimately aware of the importance and contribution of this service to both clients and 
the Scottish economy generally. In fact, we were proud to host the launch of the 
Business Gateway service by the then Deputy First Minister (Jim Wallace) in 2003, 
at our company headquarters at the Atrium Business Centre in Coatbridge. 
 
The declared intention at that time was to bring improved consistency and quality of 
support for all businesses across the Scottish Enterprise area through a range of 
services. 
“…. a first stop access for businesses of all sizes and all public support, available 
both locally and nationally within the Scottish Enterprise area”.  
 
One of the key questions for the Committee’s consideration must therefore be has 
this been successful? 
 
In 2007 the Cabinet Secretary for the economy, John Swinney, transferred 
responsibility for BG from Scottish Enterprise (SE) to the Local Authorities in 
Scotland. This was one of a series of measures associated with a reorganisation of 
SE intended to deal with a perceived confusion and fragmentation of the publicly 
funded network for business support in Scotland. 
 
However the last “Review of the Enterprise Network” in 2017 continued to highlight 
the lack of alignment between the various organisations involved in business support 
and economic development. This would suggest that the particular benefits expected 
from the changes made in 2007 have been less effective than anticipated. In this 
regard the name Business Gateway was intended to represent a portal through 
which all business related enquiries would pass and be directed to the most 
appropriate provider. This never really happened and the transfer of responsibilities 
from SE to the Local Authorities probably diluted the relationship between those 2 
key providers, rather than strengthening it. However, in overall terms there has never 
really been any great commitment from the other publicly funded support 
organisations to see Business Gateway in this role. 
 
In terms of performance, the beneficial impact of BG on the increasing number of 
start ups in Scotland is well established and the overall performance, especially for 
growing businesses has been independently evaluated within the past 10 years with 
highly satisfactory results. However, undoubtedly some issues still require to be 
addressed;  
 

 The relationship between the principal mechanisms and agencies delivering 
support to companies in Scotland requires to be reviewed and BG needs to 
be part of that. There remains a lack of alignment in both policy and 
operational matters that should be addressed. 

 The governance model for Business Gateway has recently been changed, 
but still looks questionable in terms of its effectiveness and efficiency.  
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 The strategy for multi Local Authority involvement in BG regional areas has 
rarely been successful, although some excellent examples do exists including 
North and South Lanarkshire! However many don’t appear to work well 
together naturally. For BG, many arrangements with a “Lead” Local Authority 
broke down fairly early on. This has had practical impacts on service delivery 
where each local authority now delivers its own BG service within an area 
with a very small population. This can mean a truncated events schedule and 
a small advisory team which lacks the scale to provide the strength in depth 
of advisor knowledge which could have been delivered in a larger team within 
the Lead Local Authority model.  

 The commitment from the various LA’s in Scotland is variable and while this 
is acceptable and understandable in relation to the “local” aspects of the 
service, it isn’t acceptable in the services that are considered “national”.  

 Since 2008 the performance of some BG areas has changed dramatically. 
This includes an area supporting 60% less start ups now than in 2008. For a 
“core” part of the service its disappointing that a council can prioritise in this 
way. It’s disappointing that under the current arrangements the BG National 
Unit do not have the power to deal with this but most importantly it reduces 
the service to a postcode lottery. 

 The advertising of BG has been fairly successful in raising awareness of 
those parts of the service pointed towards start ups, but much less so in 
respect of SME’s seeking to grow. A lack of real marketing effort continues to 
inhibit the reach of the service to new companies 

 At a national level the BG service has failed to engage effectively with other 
stakeholders in Scotland and there is currently no mechanism to share 
developmental ideas or address criticisms with other bodies or interests. This 
needs to be addressed. 

 
In conclusion I would suggest that Business Gateway is a key aspect of the overall 
support for SME's in Scotland and the single biggest contributor ( by far!), to the 
ambition to increase the number of new businesses. 
 
Therefore in my view, it would be counter productive for the Scottish economy, if the 
BG service was not in place. However, could it be better? Unquestionably, yes but 
this will require clear thinking on the topics itemise in the bullet points above and in 
particular if the responsibility for BG continues to lie with the Local Authorities in 
Scotland, a more rational governance and management model needs to be in place 
which ensures; 
 

1. Improved integration of BG as a key component of business support in 
Scotland with a more meaningful link to national policy development 

2. A more effective platform for service development and improvement 
3. More engagement with the other key stakeholders in Scotland 

 
With an energetic response to these issues and challenges, BG can increase its 
impact and contribution towards the improved performance of the Scottish economy. 


