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ECONOMY, JOBS AND FAIR WORK COMMITTEE 
 
BUSINESS SUPPORT INQUIRY 
 
SUBMISSION FROM Comhairle Nan Eilean Siar 
 
National and Local Context 
 
Outer Hebrides Business Gateway (OHBG) services started in April 2009, 
following the Cabinet Secretary’s Review of Enterprise Networks.  OHBG 
supports businesses contributing to local economic growth through creating 
and safeguarding jobs.  
 
Business Gateway’s core mission is to contribute to the delivery of Scotland’s 
Economic Strategy and is the Scottish Government’s branded provider of 
universal support services to small businesses across Scotland, regardless of 
location. Its goal is to increase the number and quality of new-start 
businesses in Scotland and to support existing businesses with growth 
potential.  Key services include: 
(a) National Business Gateway Website: – www.bgateway.com 
(b) BG Enquiry Service: over-the-telephone business advice / access to 

information; 
(c) One-to-one signposting service: advice and practical support provided by 

business support advisers in local offices; 
(d) Business Skills Workshops: a range of practical Workshops relevant to 

local businesses; and 
(e) DigitalBoost: digital workshops and intensive one-to-one support. 

 
The national Business Gateway ‘core’ service does not include provision of 
grant & loan funding to local businesses. OHBG does however deliver a range 
of business support schemes, which are funded directly by Comhairle nan 
Eilean Siar and in partnership with stakeholder interests - and these are 
detailed in this submission.  
 
With regard to the specific information requested by the Committee to assist 
with its inquiry, the Comhairle response is as follows in relation to each of the 
five points. 
 

1. Levels of annual spending on Business Gateway over the past ten years 
 

Annual spend* on delivering Business Gateway services are as follows: 
 
2009/10 £61,869 (part year)  
2010/11 £309,706  
2011/12 £294,567 
2012/13 £295,409 
2013/14 £304,259 
2014/15 £300,421 
2015/16 £313,258 
2016/17 £288,910 

http://www.bgateway.com/
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2017/18 £295,352 
2018/19 £310,927 (18/19 budget) 
(* = excludes local Comhairle-funded grant and loan scheme payments) 
Despite ongoing funding challenges faced by local government, Comhairle 
nan Eilean Siar remains supportive towards the work of Business Gateway 
and supplements the annual settlement received from Scottish Government 
for the delivery of its full suite of business support services to be delivered 
across the Outer Hebrides. For example, the settlement is currently £177,000 
and the Comhairle will invest a further £134,000 this financial year to enable 
business services to be delivered. The Comhairle has made significant 
financial investments in creating a range of grant and loan funding schemes 
over the years, which are also delivered by the Business Gateway team 
locally, as outlined below. 
 
 

2. Details of mechanisms in place to determine quality assurance 
 

Quality Assurance of the Business Gateway service is currently undertaken 
independently by ‘Progressive Partnership’. Respondents will have been in 
touch with Business Gateway and a survey is conducted weekly - two weeks 
after service users’ initial contact with the Business Gateway service - and 
selected from a sample generated from the Business Gateway CRM. 
 
Monthly dashboard reports are provided to each area, along with open-ended 
responses. This gives each area an opportunity to measure its performance 
against other areas and take the opportunity to address any areas requiring 
improvement as required. In addition, Progressive Partnership also forward 
‘Hot Alerts’ (i.e. clients that may be unhappy with the service provided) direct 
to Business Gateway local area offices to respond quickly and resolve issues 
by taking action as appropriate. 
  
 

3. Details of any customer feedback received in relation to the Business 
Gateway services that you offer or wider research about business 
support in your area 

 
Business Gateway’s ongoing monthly customer satisfaction tracking survey is 
conducted by ‘Progressive Partnership’. Key Performance Indicator results for 
2017-18 are as follows: 

 
Key Performance 

Indicator (KPI) 
Business 
Gateway 

(All of Scotland) 

Business 
Gateway 

(Outer Hebrides) 

Overall satisfaction 
(extremely satisfied, very satisfied, 
satisfied) 

84% 90% 

Service delivered met expectations 
(met or exceeded expectations) 

82% 93% 

Benefit the business will gain from 
service received 
(all saying yes, support will be 

87% 94% 
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beneficial – excluding those who 
report it is „too early to say‟) 

Would recommend Business Gateway 
(Definitely or probably) 

86% 95% 

  
Recent open-ended comments received give an insight as to the value of the 
service: 

 “Brilliant, exceptionally helpful and supportive.” 

 “Because I went in with little or no knowledge about how to start my 
business, after speaking to an advisor I knew what route I had to go to get 
started, she answered every question I had left me feeling positive about 
starting up.” 

  “She took time to answer all my questions, didn‟t feel rushed. Offered me 
suggestions for things to consider and support should I need further help.”  

 Great service that has helped to get our family business off the ground 
and continues to be a source of professional mentorship for us. Definitely 
a life changing service, if you listen carefully to all the valuable information 
that is shared here. Thank you so much for providing this service!” 

 “Extremely professional and courteous service, highly recommended.” 

 The adviser I met with (Derek MacLean) couldn‟t have been more helpful 
and went out of his way to provide me with as much information and 
guidance as he could. I was very, very impressed.” 

 “I wish there were more people like Donna MacLeod. Prompt at replying 
and knowledgeable.”  

 
A business survey was undertaken locally by Summer Student Placements 
during the summer of 2014, a copy of which can be provided if required. A 
Summer Student Placement was also employed this summer to work 
alongside the Outer Hebrides Business Gateway team. Another similar Outer 
Hebrides business survey is in progress, along with individual scheme 
surveys - e.g. for the ERDF-funded ‘Grants for Growth’ and the ‘Outer 
Hebrides Youth Entrepreneurship Scheme’ (OHYES). 
 
 

4. Details about the delivery of business support services, particularly: 
 

(a) Whether outsourcing or in-house is the approach taken to providing 
Business Gateway services 
Since its inception, Business Gateway services in the Outer Hebrides 
have been delivered utilising a previously successful, tried-and-tested ‘in-
house’ model.   
 
The Business Gateway Workshop Programme, specialist one-to-one 
support and ‘DigitalBoost’ have been outsourced - through the 
Comhairle’s procurement processes - to a local third-party private sector 
provider. This relationship has been especially successful and works very 
well across the Outer Hebrides. Utilising a local provider ensures they 
understand the particular challenges faced by the local business 
community and can respond quickly to local circumstances. This 
approach has worked extremely well and there are no plans to change it.  
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The Outer Hebrides Business Gateway service also delivers a number of 
Council-funded business support schemes - for further detail see point 
five (below). 

 
(b) Any changes to the delivery mechanism over the last ten years and 

the rationale for this change 
Feedback from clients suggests that they appreciate the one-stop 
doorway that Business Gateway offers into a range of the Comhairle’s 
business and related services to the Outer Hebrides small business 
community.  The co-location of Business Gateway with Highlands and 
Islands Enterprise (HIE) also offers Business Gateway clients an 
entryway to a wider set of business support services.  Consideration has 
been given to outsourcing elements of the service, but the risks around 
the loss of service synergies between HIE services and the Comhairle’s 
services has led to the conclusion that the in-house model offers the most 
practical and efficient delivery model in the context of the Outer Hebrides. 

 
5. Details of any other services offered to businesses, especially SMEs and 

start-ups, by your local authority 
 

Comhairle nan Eilean Siar has always been extremely supportive of business 
development and the growth of the local economy - and it has over many 
years introduced and supported a number of business development schemes 
which are also delivered by the Outer Hebrides Business Gateway team, 
including: 
 
Micro Business Loan — Preferential (interest free) loans of up to £2,000, to 
encourage the creation and growth of micro-businesses.   
 
Business Loan — Loans of up to £50,000 (interest rates apply) available to 
encourage business start-up and enable development of existing businesses.   
 
Outer Hebrides Fisheries Investment Scheme — Loans of up to £100,000 
(commercial interest rates apply) available for the purchase of fishing vessels. 
 
The Prince’s Trust — Start-up funding (i.e. loans of up to £5k & discretionary 
grants) and business advice to clients up to 30yo with particular focus on the 
disadvantaged. 
 
Grants for Growth (ERDF part-funded) - The following support is available 
to support SME’s operating in key sectors with plans to grow turnover by at 
least £50k within three years: - 
Micro Business Grant —Up to £2,000, to a maximum of 70% of project costs - 
to allow businesses to access specialist support related to growth activity, 
particularly in: marketing; tendering; access to finance; growth strategy; 
business processes; and HR/ recruitment. 
Business Grant — Up to £20,000, to a maximum of 50% of project costs - to 
support business growth activity, particularly in: capital expenditure; 
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marketing; e-commerce; reaching new markets; and other non-statutory costs 
relating to growth.   
 
Outer Hebrides Youth Entrepreneurship Scheme (OHYES): - Funded in 
partnership between Comhairle nan Eilean Siar and ‘Scape Reinvest 
Communities Fund’.  
Business Start Up Grant: - Grants of up to £3,000, to a maximum of 75% of 
project costs to assist young entrepreneurs (aged up to 40) with starting a 
business; and 
Market Test Grant: - Grants of up to £500, to 100% of project costs to allow 
young entrepreneurs (aged up to 40) to test a new business idea. 
 
Outer Hebrides Business Directory – Comhairle nan Eilean Siar has 
developed a comprehensive FREE online local Business Directory, which is 
managed and maintained through Business Gateway.  
 
These Schemes have been very successful in supporting business 
development in the Outer Hebrides. Over the past three years the following 
funding has been provided: 

 

 2015-2016 2016-2017 2017-2018 

Number of Loans/ Grants 31 23 35 

Value of Loans/ Grants £299,532 £275,537 £397,045 

 

Comhairle support to the local fisheries sector in particular has been 
especially successful in helping to modernise and strengthen the local fishing 
fleet. Over the past three years almost £0.5m of Fisheries Investment 
Scheme (FIS) funds has been provided towards the purchase of 13 fishing 
vessels.  

 The combined annual turnover of these fishing vessels is well in excess of 
£2m. Total economic benefit to the local economy is considered significant in 
terms of direct and indirect jobs, with 28 direct jobs being created or 
safeguarded. In total, 11 applicants were under-40, whilst three were over-40, 
providing young people an opportunity to stay or return and become first-time 
skipper owners. Total investment in the fleet was almost £2m, with 
approximately 25% provided through the Fisheries Investment Scheme. 

 
In addition, a very healthy ‘pipeline’ of potential fishery cases is currently 
being progressed – 17 cases requiring approximately £650k from the 
Fisheries Investment Scheme. The combined annual turnover of these 
proposed fishing vessels is over £4m. Total potential economic benefit to the 
local economy is considered highly significant in terms of direct and indirect 
jobs. It is expected 37 direct jobs could be created/ safeguarded (not 
including indirect job-creation in the onshore processing sector). Should all 
these cases proceed, the total investment in the fleet would be almost £4m, 
with approximately 16% of that investment coming from our FIS. The 
applicants’ age profile demonstrates strong demand from young local 
fishermen keen to undertake a first step in vessel ownership, or upgrade their 
existing vessel.  
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 Identifying and supporting business growth as a priority has resulted in the 

creation of the ERDF-funded ‘Grants for Growth’ initiative - where 13 
applications have been approved in a range of sectors to date, including: food 
& drink; creative industries;  tourism; and manufacturing/ textiles. Combined 
total project cost of these investments was almost £300k - towards which 
Grants For Growth scheme invested £110k (38%). Total annual turnover of 
the businesses is expected to be £2.5m. In total, 29 jobs are expected to be 
created (23 FT & 6 PT) with 4 FTE jobs safeguarded.  

 
 Supporting young people into business has always been a key priority for the 

Comhairle. The Business Gateway service in the Outer Hebrides currently 
delivers some Prince’s Trust initiatives and has done so for over 25 years.   

 
 In addition, in late 2016, Outer Hebrides Business Gateway submitted a 

successful application to the ‘Scape Reinvest Communities Fund’ for a new 
two-year grant scheme aimed at young entrepreneurs aged 18 to 40, 
providing start-up grants to £3,000 and market test grants to £500.  

 
The scheme, Outer Hebrides Youth Entrepreneurship Scheme (OHYES) 
started in April 2017 and to date, 27 applications have been approved in a 
range of sectors including: fisheries/ marine; tourism; health & beauty; 
creative industries; food & drink; and manufacturing & construction. The total 
project cost of these investments is estimated at £257k with almost a quarter 
(£60k) provided from the OHYES. The total annual turnover of these 
businesses is projected to be around £1.5m. In total, 34 jobs are expected to 
be created (18.5 FT & 15.5 PT).    
 
It can be demonstrated clearly that the above schemes, delivered by 
Business Gateway across the Outer Hebrides, are helping to strengthen the 
local economy - create valuable jobs and support young people to live and 
work in the islands. 

 
In addition to the above business support schemes, Business Gateway is also 
involved in the following areas: 
 
Commercial Sites & Properties (Business Units) - Comhairle nan Eilean 
Siar owns a portfolio of business units and land across the Outer Hebrides 
which can be leased via the local Business Gateway service. Business 
Gateway is responsible for promoting the properties, assessing applications 
and making recommendations for tenancies and occupancy based on a 
business-case and economic benefits. 
 
LEADER – the Business Gateway team is often called upon to assess 
business proposals for LEADER funding and provide feedback on the 
projects/ business plans. 
 
Economic Development – Business Gateway officers can also become 
involved in key strategic projects being led by the Council’s Economic 
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Development team – an example being to make the case for the UK vertical-
launch Spaceport in the islands. 
 
Community Regeneration – the Comhairle hosts a Community 
Regeneration team working within its Economic Development service to 
progress/ support community capital regeneration projects. On occasion, 
Business Gateway will work alongside this team to progress projects 
containing an element of income-generation.  
 
Planning/ Licencing/ Environmental Health/ Trading Standards – Where 
appropriate, the Business Gateway team supports its clients to access 
relevant key Council services by arranging/ attending meetings with the 
appropriate officers - which can make the process more efficient and more 
effective for the client. 
 
Additional Information 
 

 During 2017/18 the Comhairle’s Business Gateway service had a successful 
year in supporting business development, having achieved or exceeded most 
of its performance targets. Feedback from Business Gateway service users 
has also been very encouraging, with many commenting on the positive 
impact on their business. The economic benefits to the local economy are 
considered significant in terms of supporting business development across 
the islands and investing in opportunities and jobs.   
 

 The Outer Hebrides Youth Entrepreneurship Scheme (OHYES) was designed 
to help fill the gap for business start-up funding. The initiative has supported 
and further strengthened the local economy through the creation of 
opportunities for young people – helping to reverse the trend of out-migration 
of our most valuable assets. OHYES and The Prince’s Trust have worked in 
partnership to ensure young entrepreneurs receive the optimum level of 
support, ensuring their business ideas achieve the best start possible.  

 
 The new DigitalBoost programme continues to strengthen the local business 

community’s knowledge and skills in digital technology supporting business to 
enter new markets, trade internationally, increasing efficiencies and 
employment opportunities across the islands. 

 
The fishing industry is a key sector of the Outer Hebrides economy, providing 
valuable jobs, allowing young people to live and work across the islands and 
increasing exports. Duncan MacInnes, Western Isles Fishermen’s Association 
recently stated “The Fisheries Investment Scheme continues to be attractive 
for the fishing industry and many fishermen would not have managed to buy 
vessels without such tremendous support from the Comhairle.”  The FIS has 
enabled fishers from across the Outer Hebrides access to funding which has 
seen resulted in young fishers continuing to invest in the industry and creating 
employment in the most fragile areas of the Islands. 
 
The Outer Hebrides Business Gateway team has an excellent track record of 
delivering externally-funded schemes along with the delivery of core Business 
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Gateway services. The workshop programme and specialist one-to-one 
support provided has been well-received – with a wide range of workshop 
topics delivered, good attendance achieved and excellent encouraging 
feedback from service users.  
 
The impact of Business Gateway on the local economy is considered 
significant, resulting in the creation of new jobs, new businesses and 
services, the growth and diversification of existing businesses, the retention of 
young people in the islands – all helping to strengthen the local economy and 
make the Outer Hebrides a good place to live and work. 


