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ECONOMY, JOBS AND FAIR WORK COMMITTEE 
 
BUSINESS SUPPORT INQUIRY 
 

SUBMISSION FROM Highland Council 

 

The Council has delivered the Business Gateway service for ten years, and we also 

deliver the service on behalf of Moray Council. In addition to the Gateway service, we also 

deliver a range of complementary business support services to business across the 

Highlands. 

 
National and Local Context 

 
Business Gateway (BG) is a publicly funded local government service that provides 
free business support and impartial advice for start-up and existing businesses in 
Scotland. Local Authorities (LAs) are responsible for the delivery of the Business 
Gateway (BG) service in local areas - eighteen Lead Local Authorities (LLAs) co-
ordinate local contacts/ service delivery on behalf of the local authorities in their 
respective BG Region. The Highland Council is the Lead Local Authority for the 
Highlands and also delivers the service on behalf of the Moray Council. 

 
Highland is the largest Scottish local authority in terms of land mass, with a 
population of approximately 235,000 people. The nature of the area, with the more 
urban area of the Inner Moray Firth contrasting with the rural hinterland around 
Sutherland and Caithness, makes for a diverse economic base. The Health and 
Retail sector employs 30% of the workforce in the Inner Moray Firth, while tourism is 
particularly important in Skye Lochaber and Wester Ross. 

 
Self-employment is an important element in the economy of the Highlands, with 15% 
of working age people running their own business. The numbers of start - ups that 
the Highland Business Gateway Service assists annually reflects this trend. 

 

Response to Inquiry Questions 
 

1) Levels of annual spending on Business Gateway over the last ten years 

2009/10 881,723 

2010/11 861,992 

2011/12 813,617 

2012/13 764,541 

2013/14 730,777 

2014/15 673,120 

2015/16 578,300 

2016/17 591,300 

2017/18 560,897 

2018/19 561,004 
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Due to budget savings imposed upon the service as part of the Highland Council's 
budgetary process, the annual spend on the service has declined. Discretionary 
spend, such as that on Business Gateway tends to be more easily reduced than 
that incurred delivering the Statutory Services that the Council is required to 
provide, for example Education and Social Work. 

 
2) Details of mechanisms in place to determine quality assurance 

 
Quality Assurance of the Business Gateway service is undertaken independently by 
Progressive Partnership. They have been conducting Business Gateway's ongoing 
customer satisfaction tracking survey since mid-November 2014. Respondents to 
this survey have all made contact with Business Gateway. Survey invitations are 
sent on a weekly basis, two weeks after the customer's initial contact with BG (a 
sample is taken directly from the CRM system). 

 
Dashboard reports provide summary data for each month of the survey for agreed 
Key Performance Indicators (KPls). The National Unit and the Lead Local Authorities 
monitor these dashboards. In addition, Progressive identify and forward 'Hot Alerts', 
essentially client complaints, direct to local areas to respond to. The service 
responds to 15-20 Hot Alerts per month across Scotland, a maximum total of 240 
per annum against a service handling over 50,000 enquiries a year, which is less 
than 0.5%. The Business Gateway Highland service received 11 'Hot Alerts' in 
2017/18. 

 
 

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; 

 
As an example of the information obtained by Progressive, the following covers 
data from the fiscal year 2017/18 (customers who made contact with Business 
Gateway during April 2017 to 31 March 2018) 

 
The key findings in Highland are as follows: 

 
• Overall satisfaction was 82% 

 
• 83% said their expectations had been met or exceeded 

 
• 84% of respondents reported that the support they received would be 

beneficial for their business. 
 

• 83% of respondents would recommend Business Gateway to other business 
people or those thinking of starting a new business. 

 
Key Metrics 2017/18 
Service 12 Month Average 

Overall satisfaction 
(extremely satisfied, very satisfied or satisfied) 

82% 

Service delivery from local BG Highland office 
(met or exceeded expectations) 

83% 

Benefit the business will gain from the service 
received 

84% 
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Service 12 Month Average 

Would recommend Business Gateway 
(definitely or probanly) 

83% 

 

Local Business Gateway Advisers are also rated according to the method of contact 
and their delivery of specific aspects of the assistance. 

 
The table shows the key findings in Highland. 

 
Rating of Aspects of Business Gateway Advisers 

 Method of Contact 

 Face to Face Telephone Email 

Adviser's understanding of your needs 96% 96% 94% 

Adviser's understanding of business issues 94% 92% 93% 

Adviser providing you with relevant information and advice 94% 94% 95% 

Adviser keeping to stated timescales 88% 81% 90% 

 

As part of the customer feedback the research also includes comments from 
respondents who have used the local Business Gateway service in the year 
2017/18. 
This is a snapshot of the comments. 

 
• "Great advice, very approachable and relevant to help me develop my business". 

• "This is an excellent service, something that has given me a lot more 
confidence in starting my business". 

• "Professional approach of the Business Gateway staff. I can say that local 
office staff took an extra mile to help me to take first step to progress with my 
business idea and business plan. Service was very prompt to get me to get in 
touch with different Business Gateway departments with regards to my 
business plan enquiry''. 

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

o whether outsourcing or in-house is the approach taken to providing 
Business Gateway services; 

 
In Highland the Business Gateway service is delivered by an in house team, 
with the suite of core workshops provided through a procured service 
delivered by a private sector company. 

 
o any changes to the delivery mechanism over the last ten years and the 

rationale for this change, and; 
 

When the decision was made to make the delivery of the Business Gateway 
service a local government responsibility, the Highland Council took the 
decision to provide the service through its arms-length Enterprise Trust, 
Highland Opportunity Limited (in-house team of advisers with contracted 
workshop provider). 

 
In 2015 as part of a wider reorganisation of its Enterprise Trust, it was decided 
that the Business Gateway service would be run directly by the Council. The 
Business Gateway team are now part of the Council's wider Economy and 
Regeneration team and the workshop provider is contracted by the Council. 
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5) Details of any other services offered to businesses, especially SMEs and 

start-ups, by your local authority. 

 
In addition to the core Business Gateway service delivered nationally, Highland 
Council's Economy and Regeneration team and Business Gateway Highland provide 
a wide range of services designed to support business growth and stimulate 
entrepreneurial activity. These include: 

 
ERDF Funded Business Competitiveness Activity 

 
Highland Council has applied for and secured ERDF match funding to enable it to 
deliver an enhanced business growth support package for identified growth 
businesses to enable them to progress towards and into account management with 
Highlands and Islands Enterprise. The ERDF supported Local Growth Accelerator 
Programme (LGAP) in Highland has a number of elements. For businesses to be 
eligible they first have to complete a Growth Action Plan with their Business Gateway 
Advisers. The LGAP programme is delivered by contracted advisers and workshop 
providers and includes the following: 

 
• Additional Specialist Advice: This service provides 1 to 3 days of advice to 

businesses with specific issues relating to growth plans. 

• Recruitment Advisory Service: Businesses can receive up to 3 days of 
direct one to one support if they wish to recruit staff as part of their growth 
action plan. 

• Growth Workshops: Businesses can receive a range of support aimed at 
assisting their growth ambitions. The range of workshops is varied, and they 
are tailored to fit the individual growth ambitions of Highland businesses. 
Workshops include such topics as Branding and Marketing, Negotiation and 
Pitching as well as exploiting digital processes. Leadership Programmes will 
also be included as well as a specific programme designed to address gender 
imbalance in business leadership. Business gateway Highland has recently 
arranged a series of North Coast 500 Workshops, aimed at supporting the 
growth ambitions of businesses around the route, with a total of 70 
businesses taking part. 

• Key Sector Entrepreneurial Support: The main emphasis behind this is 
to encourage SMEs in the Highlands to secure higher value public (and 
private) sector contracts. It aims to make them supply chain aware and to 
demonstrate to them how to access procurement opportunities. Our two 
recent procurement workshops have successfully engaged with 36 
businesses. 

 
The numbers of growing businesses that have engaged with the LGAP has been 
very encouraging and during 2017/18 a total of 76 businesses were involved with 
some aspect of the growth programme. In response to local business needs and 
feedback, the intention is to introduce some changes to the ERDF activity in time for 
Phase two of the programme, to be delivered from January 2019. It is proposed, for 
example, to bring together the specialist advice and recruitment advisory service, 
and to amalgamate the Growth Workshops together with the key entrepreneurial 
support. 

 
The Council also offers a Graduate Placement Programme as part of the ERDF 
business development offering. This programme brings businesses together with 
recently qualified graduates and involves employing the graduate for 6/12 months on 
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a specific project aimed at assisting them to grow their business. While this has 
proven the right approach for some business growth plans, it is proposed in LGAP 
phase 2 is to make this resource more flexible by introducing grant assistance to sit 
alongside the Graduate Placement Programme. This grant assistance would be 
used to purchase, for example, specialist growth technology and/or equipment; 
introduction of new methodologies, systems or software etc. 
 

Financial Support to Businesses 

 
The Council provides a range of services aimed at ensuring access to finance 
appropriate to the requirements of businesses. The Highland Opportunity Investment 
Fund supports businesses and communities, assisting them access and source 
financial solutions which help support their growth or establishment. The provision of 
advice and support on accessing funding and becoming investor ready is a key 
element of this assistance and is delivered in parallel with the core Business 
Gateway and LGAP service. 

 
The value of the Highland Opportunity Investment Fund is £2.5m and currently has 
loan investments with 97 Highland businesses. 

 
The Council is also a funding partner in the local government/ERDF loan fund - 
Business Loans Scotland. This brings an additional £260k for loan investment with 
Highland businesses. 

 
In addition to Council loan investment, the access to finance service supports 
business to identify and access a range of funding streams from both the private and 
public sector can also be recommended. These are primarily loan funding 
complemented by mechanisms such as crowd-funding or equity as per client 
requirements. In 2017/18 87 businesses accessed this service, enabling them to 
successfully access project funding of a total value of £5.39m. 

 

 
Digital Boost 

 
Prior to the launch of the DigitalBoost initiative across Scotland, the Business 
Gateway service in the Highlands and Islands had delivered, in conjunction with 
Highlands and Islands Enterprise, their own Digital Awareness Programme. Initially 
this programme was established as part of the BDUK roll out of Superfast 
Broadband across the Highlands and Islands. Businesses were being given the 
opportunity to access superfast networks and it was important that this new 
infrastructure was being utilised as widely and as efficiently possible. 

 
The national DigitalBoost programme was designed to transfer this initiative across 
the rest of the country and it is supported by the Scottish Government. The 
Programme is designed to enhance the digital skills of Scotland's SME base. During 
2017/18 Business Gateway Highland provided 45 workshops attended by almost 
300 businesses on a range of digital subjects. Furthermore the programme enabled 
20 businesses to access specialist one to one advice. Phase 2 of the programme 
has now ended, with Phase 3 due to commence shortly. 

 
Service Referral 

 
In response to its large geography and local economies, the Business Gateway 
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service has advisers located across Highland. This not only enables the team to 
know and response to local business needs but also ensures they are able to give 
warm referrals to other locally based Council and partner services, required by the 
business. 
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