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ECONOMY, JOBS AND FAIR WORK COMMITTEE 

BUSINESS SUPPORT INQUIRY 

SUBMISSION FROM Scottish Local Authorities Economic Development Group  

 
Introduction 
 
1. SLAED is the professional network representing economic development officers 

from across Scotland’s 32 Local Authorities. This submission has been 
developed on the basis of input from the SLAED Business Thematic Group and 
the response below has been collated under the nine key questions set out in the 
consultation paper. 

 
 What does Business Gateway do well and where can improvements be made? 
 
2. 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 BG service in local areas, and eighteen Lead Local Authorities co-ordinate 
local contacts/service delivery on behalf of the local authorities in their respective 
BG Region. BG works with SMEs which make up 99.4% of the business base in 
Scotland. 

 
3. Responsibility for delivery of BG was transferred to local authorities in 2008 and 

prior to this the service operated in lowland Scotland only. In 2009, this became 
pan-Scotland and over time, as take-up of digital has increased, the way clients 
access BG services has changed e.g. through increased use of the BG website. 
The BG service has evolved accordingly to meet changing customer needs. 

 
4. BG is effective in a number of one to many and one to one business support 

areas. Business information, the BG website and the range of workshops 
provided receive good feedback and usually achieve a high level of customer 
satisfaction. BG has also had an important role to play in delivering specific, 
focused Scottish Government initiatives and accessing additional resources, for 
example ERDF funding. 

 
5. Engagement and partnership working is effective with a wide range of partners at 

a national and local level. Scottish Enterprise (SE) and Scottish Development 
International (SDI) are strategic partners with responsibility for resourcing some 
of the core service infrastructure used by BG. SE and SDI also provides a range 
of general and specialist products that BG clients can access and BG has a 
similar relationship with Highlands and Islands Enterprise (HIE). 

 
6. The enterprise agencies are gatekeepers for additional business support 

available in the Growth Pipeline and Account Management but the national 
priorities placed on them do not necessarily fit with local priorities. That said, local 
authority, economic development through national and regional approaches, 
have been striving to work closely with national agencies to ensure we can 
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dovetail and tailor local business needs more effectively.  This can be evidenced 
through the work of the Scottish Government ES Review. 

 
 
7. The Skills and Enterprise Review highlighted that clients were often confused 

about the business support landscape and where to go for support. This remains 
a challenge both in terms of public and private sector provision and the need for a 
more effective joined up business support eco-system is paramount. 

 
What are your views on the quality of the following services delivered by 
Business Gateway? 
 

(i) Online Services 
 

(ii) Workshops, Events and Training 
 

(iii) Business Adviser Service 
 
 
8. Led by Business Gateway National Unit (BGNU), Quality Assurance of the 

Business Gateway services is undertaken independently by Progressive 
Partnership who have been conducting ongoing customer satisfaction tracking 
since November 2014.   

 
9. The findings of the weekly customer satisfaction surveys that are undertaken 

across all the services provided, demonstrate a consistent, high level of 
satisfaction across our Online Services, Workshops and Advisory Services.  Our 
view and importantly that of the customers, is that the quality of the service is 
very high. 

 

10. Through our BGNU Marketing Team – we are extremely focussed on promoting 
and raising awareness of the customer feedback received on the services we 
provide.  Many case studies and examples of customer support are used as part 
of our digital media and marketing campaigns across Scotland. 

 
Has the quality of service changed over the years? 
 
11. In our opinion, we believe due to the ongoing delivery of a consistent Quality 

Assurance process and satisfaction surveys being carried out independently, our 
BG Services are proactively monitored.  Our customer satisfaction levels have 
remained consistently high and we are encouraged that our services have the 
capability to be tailored and flexed at local level, ensuring our services are fit for 
purpose.  

 
Why do some new and existing businesses choose not to use Business 
Gateway? 
 
12. The BG Services is well publicised in the Government’s Small Business Survey 

as the most recognised public-sector business support brand in Scotland.  The 
customer satisfaction results clearly articulate the benefits of engaging with our 
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BG services.  For those new and existing businesses that do not use the BG 
services however, this may be due to having other established networks or 
advisory relationships that benefit them.  In some cases, businesses simply find 
the support eco-system confusing and complex to understand and are not always 
aware of the appropriate mechanisms for referral across the stakeholders to 
support their business needs – nor do they provide a robust customer alignment.  
 
 
 

13. This can be said for pre-enterprise engagement through to established existing 
business service support.  If we do not join up effectively and align the eco-
system, businesses will not receive the full benefits at crucial points on their 
enterprise journey. Availability of a visual business support mapping would be 
beneficial that assists business awareness and attempts to join up the 
stakeholder engagement and referral process. 
 

 
Can you give the Committee examples of how Business Gateway is helping 
existing businesses to grow; for example - starting to export, innovate or 
employ more staff? 
 
14. BG has experienced Growth Advisers who work with clients who have the 

ambition and potential to grow. The advisers work with these clients to secure or 
signpost them to where appropriate additional support can be accessed. Through 
our engagement in European Funding, many areas provide enhanced specialist 
advisory services that sit alongside the mainstream advisers to provide additional 
support on areas such as, investment, strategic needs, leadership, sales and 
marketing.  BG Services also provides support to businesses that wish to export, 
including comprehensive guides on the BG website, case studies and an ‘ask an 
adviser’ article which sets out key steps to developing a successful export 
strategy. 

 

15. Local Economic Development works in partnership with SDI and other key 
partners to promote exporting and internationalisation initiatives. A work stream 
emerging from the Enterprise and Skills review is encouraging BG to work with 
SDI and the Chambers of Commerce to establish Regional Trade Partnerships.  
Tay Cities are already modelling this joined up partnership approach to delivering 
Trade and Investment support services. 

 

16. The BG website has two guides on innovation and a range of case studies on this 
topic. BG is also a partner for Scottish Enterprise’s universal innovation support, 
ensuring that this reaches as many businesses as possible. BG refers clients 
onto this service to access one to one innovation support including access to 
product and process improvement workshops. 

 

17. On the BG website there is information on employing staff which covers a range 
of key employment issues. There is an ‘Ask the adviser’ article ‘Need some 
advice on recruitment?’ and over 230 case studies, referencing this topic, of 
clients assisted by BG. There are also Word Document templates for employers 
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to download which can help a business with every aspect of recruiting and 
employing staff. 

 

18. Furthermore, local areas work closely with partners on leadership and 
employability services and in some areas, due to legacy ERDF funding, have 
dedicated HR Employability Advisers in situ supporting the employability 
pathway. BG also works closely with Skills Development Scotland (SDS) to 
support wider employer engagement as well as   referral of clients onto Scottish 
Enterprise’s Workplace Innovation support services to deliver masterclasses on 
workforce development and leadership capabilities.  It is important to note that 
BG Services are also an integral element of local referral to council employability 
services for young people and unemployed individuals. 

 

19. Digital Connectivity is an important element of the current BG Service delivery, as 
part of a Government strategic drive.  The Digital Boost Programme in its second 
year, is proving to be a very instrumental initiative to boost SME’s capacity and 
capability to exploit digital opportunities.  This in turn will support growth 
ambitions for product/process development as well as opportunities to increase 
trade across the economy. 

 

 

20. Business Loans Scotland – is a local authority consortium providing financial 
loans to businesses, developed over the last several years to provide up to 100K 
funding to SME’s to invest in and grow their businesses.  This local authority, 
national approach is delivered across Scotland and dovetailed with BG Services.  
It is delivered as part of the Government Financial Engineering Framework to 
assist SME’s gain access to finance who have been unable to secure funding 
from traditional sources. 

 

21. Supplier Development Programme (SDP) - is a pan-Scotland partnership of local 
authorities, Scottish Government and public sector working together to support 
SME’s in all aspects of procurement.  The service assists SME’s to become 
tender ready for public procurement opportunities.  The support providing through 
our SDP training and events is also helping SME’s to access UK and 
International private sector procurement opportunities. 

 

22. Support for Social Enterprises – through local economic development and BG 
Services, support is given to community and social enterprise development.  
Much of which is aligned to Local Community Partnerships to support local 
regeneration projects.  Through SLAED we have a dedicated Social Enterprise 
Network that works alongside community groups, BG, social enterprise mature 
agencies to capacity build and grow indigenous enterprises that benefit the local 
and regional communities.  
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How well have local authorities run Business Gateway services? What are 
your views on whether services are best delivered ‘in-house’ or contracted 
out? 
 
23. Local Authorities have experienced significant budget cuts in recent years and, 

as a result, some BG services may have also been affected. However, the BG 
budget has often been protected at the expense of wider economic development 
activity and taken an innovative approach to accessing additional funding, such 
as through ERDF programmes. It can be challenged that local economic services 
have excelled over the last several years by becoming resilient and working 
collectively to engineer new innovative ways to continue to enhance approaches 
to service delivery to the SME marketplace. Fundamental to this, is the alignment 
with wider local authority business facing services such as Rates, Planning, 
Environmental Services, in a bid to improve business engagement. 

 
24. It can be said that Local Government are now running BG Services very 

effectively, with a strong delivery structure including involvement from multiple 
key partners. Local government has also introduced an additional growth support 
stage between start-up and more intensive support to businesses with an 
ambition to enter the SE Growth Pipeline. This has proved very successful over 
the last several years to allow the BG services to engage with more businesses 
and provide much needed services where there was a previous gap in the 
marketplace. 

 

25. Edinburgh & Lothian Councils (East Lothian, The City of Edinburgh Council, 
Midlothian & West Lothian) deliver BG Services across the region with Edinburgh 
Council as the lead partner.  The sharing of administration and management 
resources, allows the partners to use the model to deliver added value services 
to SME’s.  Services such as Digital Boost, Supplier Development Programme, 
Business Weeks and ERDF are all great examples of services delivered 
effectively and efficiently. 

 

 

 

 

26. In Fife, BG services are delivered by BG Fife, which is wholly owned by Fife 
Council. This allows the council to benefit from a contracted out model, whilst 
retaining Teckal exemption.  This ensures strategic control and direction over the 
day to day operations and delivery efficiencies.  Many of the Scottish Local 
Authorities have recently chosen to bring the BG Services in house and aligned 
to their wider economic development provision which is also providing 
advantageous.  Several local authorities continue to outsource their BG Services 
commercially through procurement methods that also evidence effective delivery 
whilst still providing innovative and flexible solutions to support local SME’s. 

 

27. Falkirk Council took Business Gateway Services in house in October 2012. The 
Business Gateway services provides a one stop shop for all forms of Business 
Support from Business Gateway and the Council.  This provides businesses with 
a much smoother and streamlined experience and there is no duplication of 
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services or confusion as to where to go for support. The BG office is strategically 
located at the Falkirk Stadium which is an excellent central business location 
with ample free parking, easy access, training and meeting room facilities. 

 

28. The Business Gateway team work closely with colleagues in the council‘s other 
business facing services such as Property, Rates, Planning, and Environmental 
Health providing a more joined up experience for clients. Bringing Business 
Gateway in-house has been successful in Falkirk Council as it has had the 
support from the Chief Executive and senior management and hence is an 
important part of the Falkirk Economic Strategy.  

 

29. Falkirk Council is also the lead council within Forth Valley and manages the 
ERDF and Digital Boost programmes in addition to Business Gateway services.   

 
 
What are the alternative sources of advice, funding and support available to 
Scotland’s businesses at a local level? 
 
30. It is important to understand that BG is a business support and signposting 

organisation per se, rather than a direct source of funding. That said, local 
authorities are integral in the delivery of Business Loans Scotland and work 
actively with DSL and SE, to name but a few, to signpost SME’s to external 
funding sources.  BG Services also work closely with the Federation of Small 
Businesses and the Chambers of Commerce, to encourage SME’s to participate 
in membership led networks.  Furthermore, BG services and local authority 
economic services strive to work alongside banks and local indigenous 
professional intermediaries to access wider specialist support to businesses in 
specific accountancy, HR and legal practices.  

  
31. BG Services also actively signpost businesses to a wide range of national 

organisations that can provide specialised support and advice, such as Skills 
Development Scotland, Zero Waste Scotland, SMAS, CEED, RSA, and Scottish 
Edge.  This does not exclude organisations that are also in the eco-system such 
as Entrepreneurial Scotland, E-Spark, Scottish Business Network where many 
SME’s are also aligned too.  

 
 
 
 
 
Where are there gaps in business support at a local level? What could be done 
to fill any gaps? 
 
32. As highlighted above and referenced in the SLAED response to the Skills and 

Enterprise Review, rather than significant gaps, aspects of the business support 
landscape are cluttered and confusing for service users and sub-optimal in terms 
of efficiency and effectiveness. Greater co-ordination and collaboration is 
therefore needed between business support agencies. This may require further 
consideration being given to geographic and regional issues and a more 
customer focused delivery mechanism for some services. Therefore more 
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effective consultation is required prior to launch of national programmes and 
initiatives to ensure they dovetail and align to existing services and add value 
rather than confuse the marketplace further. 

 
33. Whilst there remains a cluttered business support landscape, the strength of BG 

is its networks.  They are well placed to assist businesses effectively identify their 
support needs, provide direct assistance as well as effectively refer to other local 
authority colleagues or specialist support organisations with the local and national 
eco-system.   

 
 
What other business support services (beyond the Business Gateway) are 
provided by local authorities and how important are they to local businesses? 
 
34. Local authorities, aligned to Developing the Young Workforce, have varying 

levels of involvement in the enterprise journey from grassroots enterprise in 
education at primary and secondary level, opportunities for senior phase 
employability pathways such as Foundation Apprenticeships and Modern 
Apprenticeships including engagement in upskilling of the workforce.   

 
35. Entrepreneurial support is an integral part of local authority economic 

development services to increase the business birth rate. Working alongside 
further and higher education to stimulate employability and entrepreneurship in 
key sector approaches.  Furthermore, supporting existing micro and small 
business capacity build through access to finance, digital connectivity and 
availability of flexible business premises including employment land.     

 
36. Fife Council’s Economic Development team leads a ‘Culture of Enterprise’ 

framework launched in 2010 by Scottish Ministers, which supports teachers and 
students to embed enterprise and entrepreneurial skills into learning with 
practical, hands-on experiences. In 2017/18, over 4,450 young people in Fife 
engaged in these activities, with 330 business support interventions, and these 
figures continue to grow year on year. 

 

37. Almost every local authority is a full member of the Supplier Development 
Programme (SDP) which is a partnership between local authorities, the Scottish 
Government and other partners to support SMEs in all aspects of tendering for 
public sector contracts. SDP provides a range of training and events which aim to 
improve business’ prospects when competing for these contracts throughout the 
UK. 

 

38. In 2016/17, local authorities throughout Scotland supported almost 14,700 
businesses through a range of interventions including grants and loans, referrals 
to other support areas, skills advice and export assistance. In addition, almost 
18,000 businesses attended one to many business events provided by the 
council (SLAED Indicators Report, 2016/17). 

 

39. Business Loans Scotland supports businesses across Scotland by providing 
loans of up to £100k to SMEs that have been unable to secure funding from 
traditional sources. This is an innovative public-private partnership fund which 
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aims to accelerate the growth of businesses in Scotland by complementing other 
private and public forms of funding and creating a valuable increase in the 
number of SMEs. 

 
Summary 
 
SLAED calls for the Economy, Jobs and Fair Work Committee to fully recognise the 
substantial contribution that local authorities make to business support in Scotland. 
Furthermore SLAED seek endorsement from the Committee that the significant 
ability to align, connect and provide a joined up service to Businesses locally makes 
Local Authorities best placed to deliver an effective and efficient business support 
service. 


