
SUBMISSON FROM THE HIGHLAND COUNCIL 
 
Questions 
 
1. Has the rationalisation of the Enterprise Network affected the quality or 

effectiveness of the services delivered? 
There have been inevitable issues relating to such a major change in delivery. In 
particular the development of the account management model has been novel in the 
Highlands and Islands and this together with changes to the grant regime operated by 
HIE has led to uncertainty for existing businesses as to what business support 
services they are eligible for. In addition, HIE has seen significant falls in its 
development budget of c£33m over the past 4 financial years which has also affected 
its ability to deliver services. HIE’s grant in aid budget is now less than £60m 
compared to spend of over £100m pa in the recent past.  
 

2. Has the transfer of activities away from the local enterprise companies, such as 
the Business Gateway service, to local authorities improved the delivery of 
services to local businesses? 
The Highlands and Islands local authorities were able to adopt a different model of 
delivery from the Scottish Enterprise model. They were able to deliver Business 
Gateway on an in-house basis, rather than through a competitive tender with a 
predetermined service offering. In the case of Highland Council we have used our 
enterprise trust, Highland Opportunity Limited (HOL), to deliver Business Gateway and 
we have also introduced a shared service model on behalf of Moray Council. HOL had 
an established relationship with local businesses in the Highland area and this has 
undoubtedly been beneficial as HOL also on behalf of the Council, manages the 
PSYBT service, offers loan and grant finance and provides in consortium with HIE and 
SE, the Enterprise Europe network service. In addition HOL works with sectors such 
as Retail and Distribution, and local services, where HIE did not and again this has 
proved beneficial as many start-up and existing businesses in the Highlands are in 
these sectors.  
 
The Business Gateway service in the Highlands and Islands commenced on 1st

 

 April 
2009 but due to the unavailability of the national services was not formally launched 
with its associated marketing until September 2009. Hence the service in the H&I’s, 
relative to ‘lowland’ Scotland, is new and evolving in response to local business needs 
and quality assurance programme feedback. 

3. What has been the experience of businesses that are not account-managed by 
Scottish Enterprise/Highlands and Islands Enterprise since the 2007 reforms?  
Are such companies finding it difficult to attract the support they need from the 
enterprise agencies? 
Our experience suggests that these companies have had some difficulty adjusting to 
the new arrangements and that companies have been unclear of their ‘account 
management’ status and hence have faced a degree of uncertainty about where to go 
for advice and support. We have worked with HIE on developing a pipeline process for 
companies to move to account management but also to better shape the support 
available to those businesses who have growth potential but are not as yet ready for 
account management.  Much of the marketing focus on Business Gateway nationally 
has been on business start-up and the Council has provided some additional local 
marketing effort and worked locally with partners such as Chambers of Commerce to 
encourage existing businesses to utilise advisory services which can be offered by 



Business Gateway in the Highlands. The results of some local quality assurance 
customer survey work, in addition to the national Business Gateway QA programme, 
will be used to develop services. In addition, the changes to Skills Development 
Scotland have also meant that generally companies may be finding it more difficult to 
access mainstream and specialist training support.  

 
4. How joined up are the various agencies that are now charged with supporting 

economic recovery?  Are there examples of successful partnership working 
between, for example, SE or HIE and local authorities?  How has the 
establishment of the strategic forum assisted in this regard? 

 There is very good partnership working between the Highland Council and HIE. At the 
strategic level there are quarterly meetings between the Chief Executive, Chair and 
Regional Director for HIE with the Council’s Chief Executive, Convener and other 
senior politicians. HIE are on the Highland Community Planning Partnership board. 
We also have a joint Highland Economic Forum chaired by the Council’s Chair of 
Planning, Environment and Development. The Economic Forum has focussed on 
regular updates on the recession and has developed an action plan to address 
economic opportunities. At the local level there are regular liaison meetings between 
Business Gateway officers and HIE area teams with less formal contact on almost a 
daily basis.  

 
5. Have COSLA and SE been able to agree on what constitutes local versus 

national regeneration?  Are local authorities maintaining levels of local 
regeneration activities?  What benefits have accrued from the transfer of local 
regeneration activities to local authorities? 

 This issue has not arisen in the Highlands and Islands as HIE ‘continue to have 
responsibility for local regeneration as it is a necessary element of its remits to 
strengthen communities’ (Scottish Government Economic Strategy). Hence there has 
been no transfer of remit or resource to the Council from HIE.  

 
The Highland Council is however, actively involved in local regeneration through 
Scottish Government funding, such as the Vacant and Derelict Land Fund, its own 
capital programme, delivery of the Fairer Scotland Fund (now locally referred to as 
Employability programme funding) and through the LEADER Programme in rural 
Highland where the Council is the lead partner.  

 
6. Have the Regional Advisory Boards successfully engaged with local business 

and provided a link between local, regional and national delivery as envisaged 
by the Cabinet Secretary? 

 These do not exist in the Highlands and Islands, however, the Highland Economic 
Forum and HIE’s local business panels, led by its area teams enable discussion and 
input from other sectors to HIE’s priorities.  

 
7. What benefits have accrued from the transfer of local regeneration activities to 

local authorities and have there been any difficulties? 
 No benefits have accrued as there was no remit nor resource transferred from HIE to 

the Council. See response to question 5 above.  
 

As explained above HIE deliver on its local regeneration remit through its 
Strengthening Communities activities. Hence actions are directed towards Social 
Enterprises, community assets and capacity building. HIE focus its resources 
especially on the ‘fragile areas’ in the Highlands and Islands where disadvantage, 



peripherality, lack of local resources and constrained service provision are most 
keenly felt. 

 
SIMD 2009 identifies other areas (datazones) in Highland where multiple deprivation 
exists and it is to these areas where the Council, for example, focuses its VDLF and 
area deprived funds from its Employability programme. HIE is not active in these areas 
unless there is a community asset or social enterprise aspect to regeneration activity. 
No HIE funding is currently directed towards physical regeneration activity in such 
areas.  

 
8. What advantages has the establishment of Skills Development Scotland brought 

in terms of the delivery of the skills agenda and have there been any 
difficulties? 

 Overall we have been disappointed in the time it has taken for SDS to establish its 
operations and role. We are now seeing an improving picture, however, with the 
development of a joint action plan with Highland Council and clarity been given to local 
SDS staff on resources and targets.  

 
9. Could the Scottish Government’s economic aims be achieved in a different 

way?  Are there more successful or efficient models of delivery in other parts of 
the world? 

 It is interesting to note that the UK Government has decided to abolish Regional 
Development Agencies in England replacing them with Local Economic Partnerships 
(LEPs). The Welsh Development Agency is now part of the Welsh Government rather 
than a separate quango. There are, however, in most countries of the world either 
national, regional or local bodies charged with supporting economic development. 
Arguably the Highlands and Islands Development Board was one of the first all 
purpose regional development agencies in Europe when it was set up in 1965. The 
challenge is to find a set of institutions which are able to address economic difficulties 
and opportunities which can match entrepreneurship in their approach with the need 
for democratic accountability and scrutiny. In most countries of the developed world 
economic development is more closely associated with local government rather than 
agencies of national government as in Scotland. More detailed study of this question is 
needed by the Committee. 

 
10. Does the need still exist to have both SE and HIE operating within Scotland?  

Could services be delivered as effectively, with greater efficiency, by a single 
agency or some other structure with increased shared services etc?  
Conversely, are a single economic strategy and the SE account management 
model suitable for both Scotland and the Highlands & Islands? 

 The Council believes that a single enterprise agency for Scotland would be unable to 
respond to the particular economic challenges and opportunities facing the Highland 
and the wider Highlands and Islands regional economy. Competing demands 
elsewhere in lowland Scotland would influence policy direction and resource allocation 
and this would be of mixed fortune to the diverse local economies within the Highlands 
and Islands. There is a need to ensure that any policy developed or support offered is 
first informed by a clear understanding of local need and opportunity and the Council 
consider that this will be best achieved through local input to decision making and a 
focus on what is most beneficial for the local/regional economy.  

 
HIE has a distinctive approach to understanding and tackling the acute economic 
challenges facing businesses and communities in the remote and rural areas of the 



Highlands and Islands. Its particular social development remit marks it out as different 
from Scottish Enterprise and has been invaluable in supporting initiatives such as 
community land ownership, community-based renewable energy developments and 
community enterprise more generally. Its ability to identify and bring forward projects 
of strategic importance is also highly valued, as is its policy work at the regional level, 
for example, Roadmap for Connectivity in the Highlands and Islands and its joint work 
with the Council and Hi-Trans into future of road fuel supplies in the region. 

 
There is undoubtedly scope for more shared services across SE and HIE and this 
should also include development of a shared approach to policy for individual sectors. 
This is happening already to some extent but could undoubtedly be improved. 
Recently, however, SE seems to have reduced the importance of key growth sectors. 
The role of Scottish Development International is also important and we would 
welcome more focus on bringing inward investment and supporting exporters in the 
region. 

 
Over the recent past HIE’s distinctive economic strategy has been lost as there was 
no regional successor to “A smart successful Highlands and Islands” developed as a 
companion strategy to “Smart Successful Scotland”. The government’s economic 
strategy implies a “one Scotland” approach which has led to a diminution of HIE’s 
distinctive role and recent budget reductions has adversely impacted on its capacity to 
deliver on this distinctive remit.   
 
The account-management model is relatively new in the Highlands and Islands, and 
HIE have been keen to stress that this is not just about large companies, rather 
companies of any scale with ambition to grow. This has been a difficult message to 
sell and as mentioned above there is some confusion about the support available for 
existing businesses.  

 
11. What should be the role for a publicly-funded enterprise network, what activities 

should it be expected to deliver and what resources are required?  Alternatively, 
what alternative exists to the current model in Scotland and what benefits would 
this have? 

 The role should be to help tackle economic disadvantage and address economic 
opportunity. The chairman of the HIDB stated in its first annual report that the agency 
should be judged on its success in tackling the most disadvantaged areas of the 
region. Whilst the Council would subscribe to this there is also a need to ensure more 
broadly based economic development across a region which suffers from distinct 
geographic, economic and social disadvantage. The resources required are expertise, 
a “can do” enterprising approach, and financial. The ability of an agency to bring 
together large scale funding support for major projects is a key attribute. One example 
is the Centre for Health Science, at Raigmore Hospital in Inverness which is a £25m 
development incorporating the NHS, several universities including the UHI, and 
Lifescan Scotland Limited. 

 
Support to help disadvantaged communities, for business development and 
evidencing and lobbying on key regional economic infrastructure requirements are 
also key as has been out-lined above.  

 
12. Do the enterprise agencies’ methodologies for calculating the return on 

investment bear scrutiny?  Which activities have been identified as delivering 
most return on investment? 



 There is limited information provided on this aspect of HIE’s work in its annual reports. 
In addition HIE has moved away from measures such as job creation and cost per job. 
Arguably this has contributed to a reduction in the ability to explain what the agency is 
achieving. New measures such as value-added mean little to a non-specialist 
audience.  
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