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ECONOMY, JOBS AND FAIR WORK COMMITTEE 

 

BUSINESS SUPPORT INQUIRY 

 

SUBMISSION FROM Highland Council 

 

Response to Economy, Jobs and Fair Work Committee Inquiry into Local Business 

Support 

 

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

 

In the Council‟s formal response to the inquiry submitted to the Committee Chairman 

Gordon Lindhurst MSP, the Council outlined the challenges faced including declining 

budgets and geography.  Nevertheless, through its blended delivery model utilising a 

core team of advisers located (including its „High Street‟ walk-in office in Inverness) 

across Highland complemented by contracted workshop providers and specialist 

advisers, as well as access to a national website and enquiry service, the Council 

has responded to these challenges and has delivered the following:  

 

 The Start-up Advisory Service in Highland over the last three years delivered 

791 new businesses 

 The numbers of businesses engaging with Business Gateway Highland has 

risen by 20% from 1636 to 1963 

 Growing Business numbers have doubled since 2016/17, from 36 to 76. 

 Our local services are engaging, accessible and reach out to the whole 

Highland area. We also have a degree of local flexibility to deliver 

appropriate support to our businesses and can tailor delivery to the local 

economy, our series of North Coast 500 workshops would be a good 

example.  

 

Improvements can always be made, and the Council recognises that Business 

Gateway can always strive to deliver an even better service.  For example: 

 

Businesses need to know who they can go to for support. Business Gateway is the 

acknowledged “front door” for all business related enquiries.  However, there is not a 

consistent marketing message, right across the public and private sectors, leading to 

confusion, frustration and acting as a disincentive to seeking support. Recognition by 

all and alignment around Business Gateway as the „front door‟, will largely address 

this issue. The Council has, for example, directed businesses to access some of its 

business focused employability services via Business Gateway Highland rather than 

having separate marketing / access routes. 

 

Service delivery across a large geography to relatively small business numbers will 

always generate cost challenges, and cost efficiencies need to be secured. For 

example, there is a need to further expand the web enabled services that are 

available through the Business Gateway website, supported when/as required, with 

re-course to the services of a locally based business adviser. Opportunities will also 

be taken to develop further the use of webinars and associated dispersed, but 
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networked workshops across Highland‟s large geography, to blend online and face to 

face services. 

 

Business Gateway Highland also delivers the service for Moray Council.  This 

“shared service” means that efficiencies in service delivery can be made.   

  

2. 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. 

 

See formal Highland Council response to inquiry for details of external quality 

assurance programme and customer feedback. 

 

Online Services; Customer feedback consistently advises that the quality of the 

Business Gateway Service as delivered in the Highlands is of a high quality.  As 

mentioned above, it is always possible to improve and we work towards ensuring that 

there is a constantly evolving and improving online service available across our 

region.  For example, in terms of our online services we now offer a range of online 

tutorials on subjects such as GDPR.  A number of our core products (business 

planning templates, market insight packs) are available digitally.  

 

Online is also increasingly an opportunity allowing more businesses (new, existing 

and growing), to access the Business Gateway Service. 

 

Workshops, events and training; The Business Gateway Highland service provides a 

core suite of workshops delivered across a number of locations in Highland. This 

includes a comprehensive two day start-up workshop.  This is complemented by 

activity that is directly responsive to local business demand, and specifically targeted 

at growth businesses.  These growth services are delivered via our Local Growth 

Accelerator Programme (LGAP), with a whole suite of services developed aimed at 

providing services to growing business in the Highlands.  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 is responsive to local demand.  For example, as a result of engaging 

with our network of clients across the Highlands we ran a series of procurement 

related workshops entitled “Winning Public Contracts”.  The main emphasis behind 

this is to encourage SMEs in the Highlands to secure higher value public (and 

private) sector contracts.  It was aimed at making 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.  Similarly, 

we have recognised a need amongst growing businesses for support for ways of 

getting the best out of your staff.  Business Gateway Highland recently ran a “Growth 

and Motivation in your Business” Workshop aimed at assisting businesses to improve 

their profitability through motivating themselves as leaders and to support and mentor 

their staff to allow their business to grow.   
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Business adviser service: The qualities of the Business Advisers are constantly 

measured as part of the quality assurance process, and this has been highlighted in 

the Council‟s formal submission to the Committee. For clarification, as the service 

offered seeks to be seamless/consistent, this team of business advisers include the 

Council‟s core team of advisers and the contracted specialist advisers and workshop 

providers. 

 

3. Has the quality of service changed over the years? 
 
Progressive Partnership has been conducting independent Quality Assurance of the 
Business Gateway service since 2014.  In that time the customer satisfaction levels 
have remained steady and consistently high.  There has been no change in the 
quality of service and the results mirror those for the previous independent Quality 
Assurance work undertaken by the previous contractor from 2008. 
 
It is important to note that from a business perspective the quality of service also 
relates to the subject content and relevance to business needs. To this end the 
Business Gateway Highland service seeks to be responsive to local business needs 
and works closely with business association/Destination Management Organisations 
to establish local business needs and opportunities. 
 
An important aspect to service provision is progression to the services provided by 
HIE. Established protocols exist for referral to growth pipeline and account 
management, allied to ongoing dialogue between the Business Gateway adviser 
team and HIE area offices. Historically this referral/acceptance process has proven 
problematic to implement in a consistent manner across the HIE area offices, but 
recent experience suggests the process is now better established with more certainty 
introduced into the process for businesses and Business Gateway advisers alike. 
 

4. Why do some new and existing businesses choose not to use Business 
Gateway? 
 
Business Gateway in the Highlands is the principle source of business advice for a 
large number of businesses in the area. 
 
Clearly, as detailed above, there is inconsistency with the marketing message 
provided, suggesting to business that alternative (more specialist) public sector 
services is the „front door‟. We know this frustrates businesses but also consider that 
for some this discourages them from seeking any public sector support. 
 
It is recognised however, that historic involvement or word of mouth referral, will 
always take place. The challenge is therefore to ensure that such „doors of entry‟ 
quickly and correctly refer the business to Business Gateway, who then, as per 
established protocols, determine the business need and provide the required service 
and/or refer businesses to others.  
 
Business Gateway Highland advisers regularly meet with HIE Account Managers in 
the areas and generally have a good working relationship. Anecdotal evidence 
suggests however, that this protocol has not always resulted in timely referrals of 
appropriate businesses to Business Gateway Highland but the situation is improving. 
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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? 
 
A core element of the Business Gateway marketing approach is to showcase 
businesses that have successful benefitted from Business Gateway services. A small 
selection of Highland businesses highlighted is attached as appendix 1. 
 
Exporting 
 
The Business Gateway website has a comprehensive Business Gateway website 
with three guides: Exporting: the basics; Exporting goods and Exporting goods 
outside the EU.  It carries a number of excellent case studies of businesses assisted 
by Business Gateway and these include over 30 related to exporting.  In addition, 
there is an „Ask an Adviser‟ article which highlights ten key steps to develop a 
successful export strategy.  
 
In the Highlands the locally based Enterprise Europe Network team work closely with 
Business Gateway Highland to provide information on various aspects of 
internationalisation of trading opportunities.  Business Gateway continues to work in 
partnership with Inverness Chamber of Commerce, to promote exporting and 
internationalisation initiatives to as wide a business audience across the Highlands 
as possible. 
   
Innovation 
 
Business Gateway Highland Local Advisers can provide businesses with general 
innovation support, and assist them with Business Gateway‟s support for innovation, 
research and development online resources.  Locally we can signpost businesses to 
our Enterprise Europe Network team based in the Highlands for more tailored 
support to innovate internationally.  
Similarly, the website has two guides on innovation, „How to set up an innovation 
start-up business” and „Support for innovation, research and development‟.  In 
addition, there are over 30 case studies on this topic of businesses assisted by 
Business Gateway.  Business Gateway is also a channel partner for Scottish 
Enterprise‟s universal Innovation support ensuring that delivery of Scottish 
Enterprise‟s wider innovation support reaches as many businesses as possible.  
Business Gateway refers clients onto this service to access 121 innovation support, 
„Make it to Market‟ and „Buy Design Grant‟ Funding. Businesses with growth ambition 
are referred onto the Business Gateway Growth Pipeline for additional innovation 
support and grant funding. 
 
Employing more staff 
 
The Business Gateway local Business Advisers can assist businesses with general 
enquiries aimed at assisting them to employing staff.    To deal with more complex 
HR issues the Council has a specialist recruitment adviser who, while working in the 
Council‟s employability team, also supports the Business Gateway team.  As part of 
our Local Growth Accelerator Programme, Business Gateway Highland has 
developed a specialist Recruitment Advice Service aimed at assisting growing 
businesses employ additional staff. 
 

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? 
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See earlier comments on external quality assurance programme and customer 
feedback. 
 
It is the content, relevance and quality of the advice given rather than who provides it 
that is critical to business. As advised above, the Business Gateway Highland service 
is delivered via a blended mix of in-house and external contracted providers. This 
enables the Council to deliver for business a (in-house) core locally based and 
consistent generic advisory service, which then, based on business 
needs/opportunities, brings in as required specialist providers and advisers. This 
approach is considered to be most cost efficient, yet responsive to business needs 
and opportunities. 
 

7. What are the alternative sources of advice, funding and support available to 
Scotland’s businesses at a local level? 
 
Business Gateway offer a general business support and advice service but work 
closely with other specialist organisations to ensure businesses receive, or are aware 
of, all the support available.  This includes for example, Women‟s Enterprise 
Scotland, Interface, Firstport, Just Enterprise, SMAS, RSA, Zero Waste Scotland, 
Scottish Edge and Link but also other membership and intermediary organisations, 
for example, FSB, banks, business angels, accountants, lawyers etc.   
 
In the Highlands the Highland Council provides an Access to Finance Service to 
provide advice to growing businesses on potential sources of funding and 
investment.  During 2017/18 this service assisted 87 businesses with general advice 
on a variety of finance related services such as credit control and online payment 
options. 
 
The Council‟s own loan fund, Highland Opportunity Investment Limited also provides 
financial assistance, and the Council is also a partner in Business Loans Scotland.  
The value of the funds available is £2.5m and currently has loan investment with 
some 100 Highland businesses. 
 
 

8. Where are there gaps in business support at a local level? What could be done 
to fill any gaps? 
 
There is understandably a view amongst the business community that there is 
confusion and clutter around the delivery of public sector business support service, 
for some there is a perception that gaps exist. In practice, this is not the case albeit it 
must be recognised that such gaps may indeed refer to the unavailability of grant 
support (something which Business Gateway does not provide). 
 
As detailed above, the differing marketing messages and mixed use of Business 
Gateway as a front door to business support does not assist here. Early and clear 
advice and support based on the needs of the business is required. 
 
Allied to this there needs to be consistency around the use of established protocols 
put in place for client referrals between public sector organisations. Again this can 
ensure that businesses are directed to the right business support they need and thus 
remove/reduce the potential of gaps in support being perceived/becoming evident. 
 

9. What other business support services (beyond the Business Gateway) are 
provided by local authorities and how important are they to local businesses? 
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Part of the rationale for transferring responsibility for the delivery of Business 
Gateway to local government was to bring it together with the other services that the 
Council provides for businesses.  This includes planning advice and assistance, 
Trading Standards and Environmental Health.  The Council also provides a variety of 
commercial land and property services to the private sector specifically to encourage 
economic development in its area.  
 
The Access to Finance Services as described at section 7 is an important element in 
the range of services available to businesses in the Highlands.  The Council is also a 
partner with Scottish Enterprise to host the Enterprise Europe Network in the 
Highlands and Islands.  This service provides assistance and support to businesses 
and organisations looking to export to Europe and to further afield.  It currently 
provides advisory services to the Local Chambers of Commerce in the Highlands, 
assisting the Inverness Chamber with the delivery of its export licensing service. 
 
 



HOW BUSINESS GATEWAY HELPED
Cecilia take on a graduate

Over the past three years, the Invergordon-based 

business, which employs three people and provides 

freelance personal assistant services to individuals  

and companies, has benefited from Business Gateway’s 

support, initially through its workshop programme  

and most recently The Highland Council’s Graduate 

Placement Programme. 

Delivered by Business Gateway, the scheme aims to help 

local companies take on a graduate for six to 12 months 

who will deliver a vital project if it doesn’t have the 

resource or time to complete itself. 

Although companies are responsible for paying  

the graduate’s salary for the period of the project,  

The Highland Council will fund up to 50 per cent  

of a maximum salary of £20,000 per annum.

Cecilia said: “Last year I took on the franchise for Mi 

Inverness, an online events, promotions, and offers 

website and, with the help of Business Gateway, I was able 

to employ a marketing graduate who is helping turn the 

website into a commercial business. Having her on board 

has helped me grow the business and provided me with 

the time I need to develop my brand and its reach.”

A series of events led Cecilia Grigor  
to do something she’d never dreamed  
of, launch her own enterprise, Planit 
Scotland – and she’s never looked back.

How we helped Cecilia:

• Workshops

• 1:1 Advice

•  The Highland Council’s Graduate 

Placement Scheme

Business Gateway’s 
support has been vital.

Cecilia Grigor,
Planit Scotland

Visit www.bgateway.com/highland 
or Call 01463 898 466.



HOW BUSINESS GATEWAY HELPED
Gordon on the path to success

Today the business, which specialises in tours to 

the Isle of Skye and the Speyside Whisky region,  

is a five-Star VisitScotland accredited operator and 

takes thousands of people a year on tours 

throughout the Highlands.

Since launching, Gordon has used advice from 

Business Gateway, most recently benefitting from the 

Highland Councils’ Graduate Placement Programme. 

Delivered by Business Gateway, the programme aims 

to help local companies take on a graduate for six to 

12 months who will deliver a vital project it doesn’t 

have the resource or time to complete itself. 

Although companies are responsible for paying the 

graduate’s salary for the period of the project, The 

Highland Council will fund up to 50 per cent of  

a maximum salary of £20,000 per annum.

Gordon said: “My Business Gateway adviser initially 

helped me successfully apply for grant funding for 

marketing and his recent input helped the business 

take on a graduate who will work with us to increase 

brand awareness.”

A love of the great outdoors led 
Gordon Pearson to launch WOW 
Scotland Tours seven years ago. 

How we helped Gordon
• 1:1 advice 

• Funding advice

• Business Planning

•  Highland Council’s Graduate 
Placement Programme

Right from the start, 
Business Gateway has 
been very helpful

Gordon Pearson,
WOW Scotland Tours

Visit www.bgateway.com/highland 
or Call 01463 898 466.
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Visit www.bgateway.com/highland  
or call 01463 898 466.

Setting up a CCTV business three years 
ago has helped a former Army satellite 
engineer use new technology to break 
into the agricultural sector.

With advice from Business Gateway Highland, 

David Coutts set up iSights Systems Ltd after 

spotting a gap in the market to provide the latest 

surveillance technology to farmers.

Using the most up-to-date IP technology for his 

remote lambing and calving camera systems, he 

has helped over 110 farmers easily monitor their 

livestock and limit the number of trips they need  

to make to check on their animals.

By installing an additional app onto farmer’s mobile 

devices, David has also allowed his clients to scan 

through their sheds at a touch of a button even in 

the pitch black. 

He said: “Business Gateway Highland amplified 

my passion for business and encouraged me to 

take the plunge. Being new to business, its free 

workshops helped ensure I set up in the correct 

way and gave me a firm foundation for growth.

“Right from the get-go we hit the ground running, 

as the technology has proven to be a massive 

hit within the farming community which was a 

completely untapped market.”

How we helped David:

• 1:1 advice 

• Workshop programme

• Business planning

HOW BUSINESS GATEWAY HELPED
put David’s business in the frame

David Coutts, iSights Systems Ltd

Business Gateway’s 
free workshops 
helped ensure I set up 
in the correct way
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Visit www.bgateway.com/highland or call 01463 898 466.

When Natalie Perks’ friend asked her to 

be a test client during her life coaching 

training 15 years ago, little did she realise 

that the experience would see her move 

to the Highlands and ultimately launch 

an HR and training consultancy.

Having achieved the first coaching goal by 

relocating to the region more than twelve years 

ago, she recently made the decision to leave a 

senior HR role so she could fulfil her second – 

become self-employed. 

Natalie then used her years of experience plus 

the knowledge gained from Business Gateway’s 

workshop programme and networking events  

to launch Redstart UK. 

Named after a British bird, the boutique 

consultancy offers HR expertise in a practical  

and cost-effective way from its Highland base. 

Natalie said: “Business Gateway provide excellent 

start-up workshops and the local office has  

gone out of its way to help me network.  

They’ve introduced me to other businesses  

and organisations that have been extremely  

helpful, sharing their experiences, insights,  

and lessons learnt.”

Natalie Perks,  
Redstart UK 

Business Gateway 
has been a 
tremendous help

How we helped Natalie:

• Start-up workshops 

•  Networking

• 1:1 advice

HOW BUSINESS GATEWAY HELPED
Natalie’s business take off 
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