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ECONOMY, JOBS AND FAIR WORK COMMITTEE 

BUSINESS SUPPORT INQUIRY  

SUBMISSION FROM ORKNEY ISLANDS COUNCIL OFFICERS 

Business Gateway 

1. What does Business Gateway do well and where can improvements be made? 

In Orkney, the Business Gateway service is delivered by Orkney Islands Council with a „shop front‟ 
in Kirkwall where staff are co-located with the Council‟s Economic Development service and 
Highlands and Islands Enterprise (HIE), providing a one-stop shop for economic development 
services locally.  This co-location is beneficial and Business Gateway works closely and 
collaboratively with the Economic Development team and HIE, for example developing and 
delivering a biennial Orkney Business Festival, most recently held in March 2018.  
 
Business Gateway acts as a local point of contact for accessing publicly-funded business support 
(from within and outside of Orkney), and crucially provides a service that is open to anyone or any 
business, regardless of sector or size. While other agencies‟ support may be strictly targeted e.g. to 
businesses that can achieve high growth (HIE, Scottish Edge), Business Gateway addresses a gap 
by providing support for the entire business base.  By providing free access to appropriate business 
support, Business Gateway ensures that business start-up, survivability and growth are not 
constrained and addresses potential under-provision of support if it were only available to those who 
can afford it. 
 
With all businesses in Orkney being SMEs and largely micro businesses, cumulatively they play a 
critical role in creating and sustaining a healthy rural island economy, making it an attractive place 
to visit, live, work and invest.   A diverse and sustainable business base is vital in a rural island 
economy to ensure sufficient employment opportunities and a high quality of life, important in 
retaining and attracting economically active people to Orkney. 
 
Officers consider having a local presence to be the key strength of the service.  Whilst Business 
Gateway delivers a Scottish-wide, consistent service backed-up by national resources (e.g. online 
services), critically this is supplemented by what is named „Local Services‟ which supports a range 
of services tailored to local economic circumstance.  This is the value of the current delivery model - 
a credible core product that could not be wholly resourced at a local level, with the ability for local 
tailoring that adds significant value.  This ensures that online self-service support is available 24/7, 
but there is flexibility to address weaknesses and limitations inherent in a one-size fits all approach. 
 
As the take up of digital channels has increased and clients are accessing guidance online, 
Business Gateway has adapted and evolved to meet these changes.  Critically however others 
have also, so there is a vast array of providers around the globe similarly offering online advice and 
guidance.  Business Gateway‟s USP and strength is that this online support is enhanced and 
deepened with the provision of local face-face support and interaction through the workshops and 
expert advisory support, which addresses the disadvantages of online learning (lower IT skills; poor 
connectivity; lack of confidence, self-discipline or inclination; loss of interaction, etc), and reinforces 
the Business Gateway brand.  Mirroring developments in the education sector, online resources and 
support is not totally supplanting demand for face-to-face delivery and contact. 
 
Whilst there is increasing commentary on the complexity of the business support landscape, it must 
be noted that in Orkney, other than HIE, no other public service offering support across sectors has 
a local presence.   
 

https://www.bgateway.com/images/uploads/general/OBF2018_programme.pdf
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In summary, in response to the question on what Business Gateway does well: 

 Provides a Scottish-wide, consistent service backed up by national resources that local 
authorities could not otherwise deliver; 

 Provides support to anyone or any business, ensuring that all can benefit from advice, expertise 
and support, regardless of ability to pay; 

 Has a local presence that increases engagement with the service and ensures that support 
evolves to meet diverse, local economic needs. 

 Stands out from other business support services as it ensures that one-size-fits-all online 
support is available 24/7 with significant value added through readily available bespoke, 
expertise locally in all areas of Scotland, not just urban areas with high population densities. 

 Provides a „one stop shop‟ for public sector business development support, with direct access to 
the Council‟s Economic Development Service and HIE, a role that is enhanced in Orkney by 
physical co-location in the same offices. 

 
Areas where improvements could be made include increased engagement with established 
businesses.  The service has achieved a strong brand presence in the local community, as 
acknowledged in the 2016 Orkney Business Survey where it was named as the most recognised 
publicly-funded support service in Orkney.  Whilst it is well embedded as a provider of support for 
those starting a business, the service is less so with established businesses.  The local annual 
budget is fully utilised with current activity and subsequently there is little headroom for increased 
activity, however additional, temporary, funding has been secured in order to offer enhanced 
support to those wishing to move their businesses forward.  

 

2. What are your views on the quality of the following services delivered by 

Business Gateway: 

(i) Online services; 
Business Gateway strikes a balance between „self-service‟ 24/7 online support and demand for 
face-to-face support. With the vast and ever-increasing array and availability of online business 
support, Business Gateway is now an established brand that many users know and trust.  Customer 
satisfaction survey results for website usage by respondents in Orkney for the last 3 years are: 
 

Indicator 17/18 16/17 15/16 

Usage of Business Gateway Website 43% 38% 35% 

 
Some clients may have limited IT skills, and some areas of Orkney still have very limited broadband 
connectivity making advice and training solutions that are predominately technology based, 
unsuitable. A blended approach of online and face-to-face is therefore considered more effectual. 

 
(ii) Workshops, events and training; 
Workshops remain well attended in Orkney, with average attendance of 7 per workshop, generating 
positive feedback.   
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We have also demonstrated that we are a highly effective channel for delivering specific, focused 
initiatives such as DigitalBoost which has complemented and extended the workshop programme 
locally to give individuals new or strengthened skills and business acumen, as well as building their 
confidence. 
 
In addition to our own workshop programme, we collaborate with other organisations to meet local 
needs e.g. Information Commissioner‟s Office to hold three public sessions on GDPR, Supplier 
Development Programme on workshops for local businesses wishing to supply the public sector.  
We also act as a local point of contact for other public agencies visiting Orkney, helping with 
promotion and helping make sure arrangements for their events are suited to the local environment, 
for example Zero Waste Scotland‟s Deposit Return Scheme Stakeholder Workshop Invitation and 
Police Scotland‟s Preliminary Market Engagement – Meet the Buyer event.  Our local presence and 
knowledge can help with arrangements and ensure that best value is achieved from their visit. 

 

(iii) Business adviser service. 
This is a highly valued element of our service that shows that Business Gateway and the Council 
are actively engaged and supporting the activities and interests of local businesses.  Many walk-ins 
and telephone enquirers specifically seek an appointment with an adviser.   
 
Latest quarterly customer satisfaction results were: 

Indicator Jan – Mar 18 
12 Months 

(Apr 17 – Mar 
18) 

Getting what wanted from a Business Adviser 100% 69% 

Overall satisfaction with an adviser 100% 100% 

 

3. Has the quality of service has changed over the years? 

Progressive Partnership has been conducting independent quality assurance of the Business 
Gateway service since 2014.  Customer satisfaction levels for the service in Orkney for the last 
three years have been high, and have improved each year: 
 

Key Metric 17/18 16/17 15/16 

Overall satisfaction 
(extremely satisfied, very satisfied or satisfied) 

94% 87% 81% 

Service delivered met expectations 
(met or exceeded expectations) 

92% 87% 81% 

Benefit the business will gain from service 
received 
(all saying yes, support will be beneficial – 
excluding those who report it is „too early to say‟) 

96% 92% 86% 

Would recommend Business Gateway 
(definitely or probably) 

97% 90% 78% 

 
The most recent open-ended comments from the monthly customer satisfaction survey for Business 
Gateway Orkney includes: 
 

 Brilliant please keep up this support 

 The adviser was great – he helped me to think about my business and clarify my business 
ideas.  I needed help to focus and he provided this 

 The business advisor has shown an excellent understanding of our project and the wider 
community considerations of the venture. The advisor and has provided insightful business 
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development and funding help which is invaluable and will allow us to make real progress on our 
project. 

 As starting up my business I got information, advice and confidence to progress 

 

4. Why do some new and existing businesses choose not to use Business 

Gateway? 

Though the service is well established in Orkney, acknowledged in the 2016 Orkney Business 
Survey as the most recognised local publicly funded support service in Orkney, there will be those 
who are not aware of the service or are not attracted to it due to personal perceptions/reasons such 
as lack of familiarity, lack of confidence or existing networks of support.  
 
The Business Gateway National Unit commissioned research into non-engaged existing 
businesses, which outlined possible reasons why they choose not to use Business Gateway, which 
included that some are time poor, unaware of the offer, have established support networks, or are 
wary of public sector understanding of issues faced in the private sector (though in Orkney all of our 
trainers and advisers run their own businesses). 
 
Clients can initially be cautious, or lacking in confidence at seeking external support, and in the first 
instance a local presence and a face-to-face meeting is found to be beneficial.  In the absence of 
this service it is possible that such local contact would still be sought e.g. from Economic 
Development services, which may go unreported, unrecognised and therefore undervalued. 

 

5. 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? 

Business Gateway support is available to any individual and business, and as such supports a 
strong and diverse business base essential in our rural island economy.  Similarly to other Business 
Gateway areas, we have been successful in securing additional, temporary funding to develop a 
„Local Growth Accelerator Programme‟ known locally as the Business Improvement and Growth 
Service, designed to extend our core support to local businesses wishing to move their business 
forward. 
 
As the remit of Highlands and Islands Enterprise (HIE) is very much focussed on internationalisation 
and innovation, we explore opportunities with clients and make proactive referrals and signposting 
to such specialist support where appropriate for the benefit of our clients.  Whilst HIE provides 
support to key sectors, Business Gateway can respond to wider local demand and also support 
those businesses with growth ambitions that serve a more local market, helping them to boost their 
capacity and capabilities.  
 
Whilst on the face of it SMEs may appear to share the same or similar issues and solutions, having 
a local presence makes Business Gateway extremely well placed to utilise resources and 
design/tailor interventions that take account of their area‟s differences and subtleties, helping local 
businesses maximise their potential. With increasing commentary on the complexity of the business 
support landscape (much of it outwith public sector influence) having a single local point of contact 
who is experienced and familiar with this landscape is a valuable to help clients secure the most 
appropriate support. 
 
We also work as a channel partner, for example in March 2018 supporting HIE/Inverness Chamber 
of Commerce with the workshop “Three steps to successful selling overseas”.   HIE have a targeted 
and therefore narrower client base locally than Business Gateway, therefore when they have 
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workshops such as this, which are available to non-account managed clients, we support them to 
raise awareness and encourage uptake. 
 
Business Gateway also enables access to funding from Orkney Islands Council that supports 
access to new and international markets and also co-ordinates with the Export Partnership and 
where relevant Scottish Development International. 
 

6. How well have local authorities run Business Gateway services? What are your 

views on whether services are best delivered ‘in-house’ or contracted out? 

The option to have the Business Gateway services delivered in-house or contracted out allows 
greater flexibility to meet the needs of individual areas in Scotland.  In Orkney, the Council retained 
day-to-day management of the service which includes enquiry handling and local marketing, while 
workshop delivery and face-to-face advice is contracted out.   

 
This is considered to work well for our area as continuity and accessibility is provided by the in-
house Business Gateway Manager and Officer, while the flexibility of our contractors and their 
associates allows them to respond to fluctuating demand and the diverse range of needs that a 
single „in-house‟ adviser (which would be all that demand in Orkney would justify) could meet.  
Business Gateway Orkney staff are qualified as Premier Advisers, and all our advisers and trainers 
also run their own businesses, adding further credibility to the services delivered locally.  

 

Other sources of advice and support 

7. What are the alternative sources of advice, funding and support available to 

Scotland’s businesses at a local level? 

At a local level, advice, funding and support is available from Highlands and Islands Enterprise 
(HIE) for businesses from key sectors that meet their growth criteria.  Advice and support is also 
available from local intermediaries such as accountants, solicitors and high street banks.  There are 
no other local contacts for any national organisations that offer support to a wide range of business 
sectors, or for membership organisations such as the Chamber of Commerce or Federation of Small 
Business. 
 

8. Where are there gaps in business support at a local level? What could be done 

to fill any gaps?  

Locally, there is a mix of both public and private provision. 
 
A previous review of Business Gateway in Scotland concluded that there were no gaps in provision 
of business support.  The most recent Enterprise and Skills Review appears to have concluded that, 
far from there being any gaps, there is duplication, confusion and clutter.  Business Gateway aims 
to play an important role acting as a „gateway‟ and local point of contact for accessing publicly-
funded business support (from within and outside of Orkney).  We are knowledgeable about the 
wider support that is available, well networked, and part of our role is to direct clients to where other 
relevant support may be available. Essential to this are good mechanisms for communication with 
Highlands and Islands Enterprise and other partners to share knowledge and best practice. 
 
Being distant from centres of high population where larger conferences, trade shows, and key 
speaker events take place, means that time and financial constraints can limit local businesses‟ 
exposure to inspiring and motivational leaders and specialists.  However, this can be somewhat 
addressed through online videos and publications such as Business Gateway‟s Amplify magazine 
and the continued willingness/ability of Orkney Islands Council in collaboration with Highlands and 
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Islands Enterprise to fund and organise a biennial Orkney Business Festival, which provides an 
opportunity to bring experts to Orkney. 
 
Recent local developments are seeking to address Employer Skills, noting that SDS focusses its 
local staff resource largely on careers advice. Business Gateway and Economic Development staff 
have been involved in formulating a local skills plan (funded by SDS and adopted by the Community 
Planning Partnership) the work of the local Developing the Young Workforce (DYW). However, the 
focus of skills support needs to broaden to include developing the working age workforce.  

 

9. What other business support services (beyond the Business Gateway) are 

provided by local authorities and how important are they to local businesses? 

As in other local authorities, Orkney Islands Council provides specialist support to business and 
trade through many services including Trading Standards, Licensing, Environmental Health, 
Planning, Procurement, and Waste Management. 
 
Details of support offered to businesses, especially SMEs and start-ups, by the Council have been 
supplied in response to the request to Councils for information from Gordon Lindhurst MSP for the 
Economy, Jobs and Fair Work Committee.  These details are repeated here for convenience: 
 
The Council through its Economic Development Service has a suite of grant schemes available for 
start-ups (specifically the New Business Start Up Grant) and business developments that will benefit 
the local economy (details of individual schemes are available online 
https://www.bgateway.com/local-offices/orkney/business-support ).  In addition to the delegated 
grants noted, requests for assistance that fall outwith the eligibility criteria of the approved schemes 
can be determined by the Council‟s Development and Infrastructure Committee on a case-by-case 
basis. 
 
Indirectly, but for the benefit of Orkney‟s SMEs, significant sectoral support is provided to projects 
within Orkney‟s key sectors.  These are generally jointly funded, developed and delivered in 
partnership with Highlands and Islands Enterprise (HIE), for example: 

 

 Tourism:  
Supports the organisational development of a sector group with stakeholder representation to 
ensure sustainable and responsible management of Orkney as a tourist destination. This 
includes elected member and officer representation on the Destination Orkney Strategic 
Partnership, a stakeholder partnership approach to tourism and destination management and 
marketing. Additional development projects are considered for financial support that assist the 
Orkney tourism group  (Destination Orkney Ltd) to develop the local  tourism industry towards its 
strategic ambitions.  

 Food & drink:  
Financial assistance and engagement with a part-time project manager to support the 
development and growth of this sector. 

 Craft:  
Financial assistance and engagement with a part-time project manager to support the 
development and growth of this sector. 

 Renewable energy:  
Infrastructure investment such as Industrial Estates and Business Parks, the „3 Port Strategy‟ 
and the Hatston and Lyness Enterprise Areas, and supporting Orkney‟s supply chain through 
development programmes, a supply chain directory and flexible marketing and event materials. 

 Retail:  
Supporting key projects of the Kirkwall BID that support the development and regeneration of 
Kirkwall town centre. 

https://www.bgateway.com/local-offices/orkney/business-support
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In partnership with other agencies such as HIE, and the leveraging of external funding, the Council 
has instigated and developed significant projects, for example: 

 

 Orkney Business Festival: 
A biennial event, most recently held in March 2018 where a programme of 17 sessions were 
delivered that included a mix of entrepreneurs, industry experts and advisers, both local and from 
elsewhere in Scotland. 

 Orkney Marketing programme:  
With an industry led advisory group, this programme supports Orkney‟s key sectors under a 
regional brand and in accessing new and developing markets through cross key-sectorial, joint 
marketing including the ongoing development of Orkney.com, the development of a unified and 
consistent Orkney brand, and supporting a collective presence at trade shows. 

 Digital Media Orkney project:  
Developing supportive digital content and contributing to Orkney‟s marketing offer through the 
creation and management of social and digital media opportunities 

 Orkney Research & Innovation Campus: 
Refurbishment of former secondary and primary schools in Stromness to support the concept of 
a „living laboratory‟ to support research and innovation, creating a strong centre of ambition and 
expertise from within both commercial and academic worlds. 

 Regeneration schemes:  
Including Kirkwall Townscape Heritage Initiative, Stromness Townscape Heritage Initiative, 
Scapa Flow Landscape Partnership and the North Isles Landscape Partnership scheme. 

 Inshore Fishery Group: 
Supporting the local IFG to conduct research studies relating to shellfish stock to inform 
sustainable management of the inshore fishery. 

 Quality System Development:  
Assistance to achieve ISO:9000 accreditation for supply chain companies in the construction and 
energy sectors. 




