
SUBMISSION FROM BILL BRYAN 
 
1. I’m hard pressed for time to provide what I consider to be an adequate 
response to your enquiry into the Scottish Enterprise Agencies, however the 
matter is of great interest to me, so here are just a few observations on the 
bigger picture.  From 1975 onwards I have been a recipient of their support, a 
consultant to them and even a part time member of the old HIDB. 
 
2 My background is in technology, having worked for the UKAEA, 
multinationals Honeywell, Hewlett-Packard, started several enterprises, 
(including what is now the Kongsberg Simrad operation in Wick, 35 years old), 
and, for the last 20 years, midwife and mentor to many tecchie start-ups and 
early stage companies here and in Central Europe. 
 
3. Having left school at 15 to start work as a farmhand in 1957 I take a fairly 
long view on the matter of this country’s economic and its intertwined social 
development.  
 
The Future 
4. Where we are today is the accumulation of all that has gone before, 
including past decisions we took for what was then ‘the future’. Before offering 
a view on Scotland’s current place it is important to distinguish between ‘the 
economy’, (i.e. the swirl of money around and in/out of the country), and its 
balance sheet, (i.e. the wealth of the nation measured in terms of assets 
owned and controlled from North of the Border). It’s the difference between 
quantity (GDP) and quality (wealth).  
 
5. Of course, the size of the economy is important especially to politicians and 
those that deal purely in money but the narrow pursuit of economic growth 
without regard to building the nation’s balance sheet has led to a very fragile 
situation. It is my frank opinion that today’s Scotland is in poor economic 
shape. Debt financed consumerism, a relatively puny Scottish owned export 
base and an environment designed to encourage the disposal of promising 
young companies, (or any other company), are just a few of the components 
in this unhealthy brew.  
 
6. Since devolution, has there been a significant change towards addressing 
such fundamental matters?  No. 
 
7. As the saying goes, “ If you keep doing what you’ve always done you’ll 
keep getting what you’ve always had” Indeed, and this goes as much for the 
Enterprise Agencies as it does for much of the rest of the public sector and, 
for that matter, the private sector. I’ll come back to them shortly but let’s 
reflect on the future for Scotland. 
 
8. While we cannot predict the future we all have some awareness of some 
global trends which will have a bearing on this country. Setting aside any 



speculation of Global military adventures, the most pressing matter is that of 
energy security within the setting of carbon reduction. Food security may not 
be much further behind although that’s almost impossible to imagine when 
strolling down the aisles of any supermarket. I wouldn’t be surprised if 
continued economic growth in the UK and many other first world countries 
eventually peters out as the competition for limited resources, from the BRIC 
countries and others, intensifies. Things could become messy but we’ll not 
dwell on that. Anyway, the question is, “What’s Scotland’s 50 – 100 year 
vision”? We really need to think that far ahead with those wider matters in 
mind.  
 
9. Looking back over several decades, at the behaviour of government and its 
agents, I am left with the impression that there has been no vision, nor an 
informed strategic framework for the building of a wealthy nation. Within the 
Enterprise Network I’ve witnessed much changing of direction and money 
wasted on well intentioned initiatives that don’t go anywhere, largely because 
they are not part of a realistic long term coherent economic development 
strategy, which aligns all players, both private. I use the word realistic for good 
reason. Scotland is a small country and a) is trying to be a world class player 
in too many sectors, b) has lost its understanding of the importance of public 
sector procurement in stimulating local enterprise. 
 
10. A longer term vision and strategy would require cross-party support to 
ensure its survival as power changes hands. It’s place would have to be at the 
top table within the civil service, which brings me to a problem. It has to do 
with the kind of people required therein. Industries are now too complex to be 
understood by generalists, who may one day be in Health and the next in 
Energy. People with deep knowledge and experience are required. This goes 
with the need to focus on a very small number of key industries where 
Scotland’s own companies can excel on a world stage. There could be a role 
here for a reinvented Enterprise entity. 
 
Frontline Services 
11. Some businesses will not go near SE or HIE. Typically, they will reason 
that there’s nothing relevant they can offer or that the time and cost of 
securing support can be more usefully spend elsewhere. At the other extreme 
some, (usually the smaller ones), will seek all of the help they can get. It’s a 
mixed bag, as it is with the Account Management arrangements. Two usual 
gripes from companies; a) they fall outwith the account managed criteria, b) 
the account manager is not of much help. There’s no easy answer. It’s like 
health. The demand is virtually limitless relative to the resource available. One 
group of companies that really have suffered since the Business Gateway 
transfer are the emerging high tech ventures, many of which don’t meet the 
account management criteria and yet the Business Gateway cannot 
practically help because of their specialist needs. Some really promising 
ventures may, therefore, lose out on help at a critical stage in their 
development. The SE High Growth Start-up Unit aims to address this but, 
again, does not have sufficient capacity to help all potentially exciting 
prospects. 



 
12. Good parts of the Enterprise Network are perceived, from anecdotes, to 
be SDI, SMAS, the SMART and other grant programmes, the SE High Growth 
Start-up Unit. 
 
Finance 
13. Scotland will never, and I mean never, build substantial Scottish owned 
and/or controlled companies arising out of home grown innovation with the 
present early stage funding mechanisms. It must be clear that the investment 
community is only interested in money, wherever it lies, not the building of a 
wealthy Scotland. While angel syndicates and the limited venture capital 
community here are an important source of funding their investments are 
often crystallised by the sale of most of our promising young ventures to 
interests from outside Scotland.  This just goes on and on. So most of the 
money that is spent on the likes of Proof of Concept, SMART grants etc. 
simply fatten up innovative projects which are ultimately disposed of to those 
with no interest in Scotland. Does that make sense? 
 
14. What is needed is long term patient money to be invested in our fledgling 
companies so that they can keep on growing here. It can be done. I 
encouraged an Aberdeen law firm to prepare a means by which a Scottish 
Sovereign Growth Fund could achieve this. It was offered to SE for 
consideration but kicked into the long grass. That must have been about 3 
years ago and it’s still lying on my desk. Probably SE would not be best 
placed to manage it, The SE investment directorate has been wedded to the 
conventional wisdom of the investment community for too long. Anyone 
interested? 
 
In Conclusion 
15. I believe it’s time to radically reinvent/replace the current Enterprise 
Agencies, in conjunction with proceeding with the transformation of the 
economic dimension of the Scottish civil service. Apart from the need to 
restructure the Enterprise Agencies’ role, to better address some of the 
matters raised above, they are now imploding with the weight of inward 
looking bureaucracy. I have seen it grow and grow over the years. That 
means less resources available to help the business and protracted time and 
paperwork to transact any assistance measures. In short, it’s harder now to 
get things done than ever before. There are many good staff in there but 
some are now almost hiding behind processes to avoid having to take 
decisions. It’s no way to help run a dynamic economy. 
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