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SUBMISSION FROM INVERNESS CHAMBER OF COMMERCE 
 
1. In the first instance, I would like to take this opportunity to put on record our 
acknowledgement of the significant contribution Highlands and Islands Enterprise 
(HIE) and its predecessor organisation, the Highlands & Islands Development Board 
have made to the economy of the Highlands and Islands over the decades.  
Although mistakes have almost inevitably been made, the region would not be what 
it is today without the input from the current Enterprise Agency and its predecessor 
organisation and the hard work, effort and significant achievement of their staff over 
the years. 
 
2. In common with other Chambers of Commerce, Inverness Chamber would hold 
the general view that enterprise funding is a fundamental tool for the Scottish 
Government to promote economic growth.  We would further argue that the current 
financial restrictions on the Scottish Government should not result in cuts to this 
spending which would be detrimental to our chances of recovery.   
 
3. However, the principle of the recent reforms has some encouraging features. It 
makes sense that the activities of SE and HIE should not duplicate the existing 
efforts of private sector and other organisations, but instead should complement and 
add to them.  In particular, the principle of enterprise agencies commissioning 
outside bodies to deliver services makes sense, and could be extended in areas 
such as training, business advice, equity finance, grant making and research 
commercialisation, for example.  
 
4. In general terms, we recognise the need to reduce overhead costs and avoid 
duplication. As such we would support the principle of there being a single enterprise 
agency for the whole of Scotland.  Most would recognise that the Highlands and 
Islands has considerable challenges around culture; communication, geography and 
logistics.  As such, we believe the needs of the region would only be adequately met 
if this single agency was headquartered in Inverness or the Highlands & Islands 
region. We recognise this is unlikely to be realised, but it is nonetheless a critical 
point moving forward.  Our natural concern is that if a single enterprise body was 
established in the central belt, this may, either consciously or sub-consciously, have 
a detrimental impact on the business community currently served by HIE.   
Therefore, if any new single agency is not headquartered in the Highlands then it is 
essential that a senior Board Member is appointed with a clear Highlands and 
Islands remit as an absolute minimum.  It is also essential that as many of any new 
single agency organisation’s services as possible are delivered from Highlands and 
Islands based staff and offices. 
 
5. Before responding to the specific questions raised by the Committee, I feel it is 
appropriate to record that the responses we received from our members fell into two 
broad categories.  Those organisations and individuals who currently receive support 
from HIE are generally extremely positive about the agency’s activity and input, while 
those who do not receive support are generally critical.  In broad quantitative terms, 
we received significantly more negative comments than positive – in an approximate 
ratio of four negative responses for every one positive.  One comment we received 
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was the assertion that, ‘.individual staff at HIE are to be praised, but the system 
condemned.’ 
 
6. In general terms, there is a wide feeling amongst the Highland business 
community that most businesses are now ineligible for any form of public sector 
support.  The refocusing of HIE on account managed clients and the creation of 
Business Gateway for start-ups has created a large ‘support wasteland’ in the centre 
ground; into which most Highland businesses now fall.  Feedback received strongly 
suggests businesses consider HIE has lost touch with the issues these largely SME 
businesses face and is in danger of simply becoming another Government quango 
with little or nothing to offer. 
 
7. In terms of the specific questions you have posed, I would like to make the 
following responses. 
 
Q1.What impact has the rationalisation of the enterprise network and the abolition of 
the LECs had on the quality or effectiveness of the services delivered? 
 
A1. The general response received was that there had been little impact on service 
delivery for either a positive or negative perspective.  Although there are variations in 
the quality of output, the same service is being delivered locally by the same staff.  It 
was recognised that previously there had been a wide variation in the delivery of 
service through LEC’s.  With their demise, the service offering had become more 
uniform although some positive and proactive features had disappeared.  However, it 
was strongly felt that the loss of the LEC’s had led to the absolute cessation of 
support for those businesses who were not ‘account managed’. 
 
Q2. Has the transfer of activities, such as the Business Gateway service, to local 
authorities improved the delivery of services to local businesses and what evidence 
is there of this? 
 
A2. Most of the negative comment we received was in response to this question.  In 
general terms members feel that Business Gateway is under-resourced for the task 
they have been set both in terms of staffing and financial resource.  Concern was 
also expressed around the relevant business experience of the Business Gateway 
staff.  The Business Gateway ‘brand’ is not judged to be strong across the region.  
There is also felt to be an over-reliance on the Business Gateway website as the 
‘solution’ to business enquiries.  The website received some strong criticism both in 
terms of being difficult to use and irrelevant for Highland businesses, particularly 
when specific advice is being sought. 
 
 

A3. As I have previously alluded, this was an area of significant concern for 
members of Inverness Chamber. Since this reform, there is now a significant 

Q3.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 and what evidence is there of this? 
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proportion of the Highland business community which falls outwith the scope of HIE.  
Businesses which are not account managed find it extremely difficult to get support 
from HIE.  Quite bluntly, the Scottish Government’s economic strategy, as currently 
fulfilled by HIE, is doing nothing for the majority of businesses which we judge are 
core to the region’s economy.  This must be addressed. 
 
Q4. 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?  
 
A4. We would have to reflect that, in general terms, the various agencies remain far 
from joined up.  There are some good examples at a local level, specifically on some 
island groups, for instance.  However, when partnership working succeeds, it is 
deemed to be down to the actions and intent of individual staff, rather than as a 
result of the output from the organisations concerned. 
 
Q5.What distinctive contribution has been made by HIE as a result of its 
social/strengthening communities remit? Should the same obligation be applied to 
SE? 
 
A5.We received very positive feedback in this regard, particularly in terms of the 
Strengthening Communities unit which has been judged to have made a huge 
contribution, both in its present form in recent years and historically.  For example, 
HIE has been instrumental in the development of community renewables and 
community land ownership sectors, which are making a huge impact on the 
economies of many remote rural locations.  The work of the HIE Land Unit and HIE's 
role in HICEC / CES has been exemplary.  There is no reason why the lowlands of 
Scotland should not also benefit from this proactive approach. 
 
Q6. The Cabinet Secretary envisaged that Regional Advisory Boards would provide 
a link between local, regional and national delivery. How is this working in practice 
and what links have been provided? 
 
A6. From the comments received, there is no evidence of any links being established 
or even a Regional Advisory Board being in existence for the Highlands and Islands. 
 
Q7. 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? 
 
A7. It is generally felt that it is too early to judge how well SDS has delivered on the 
skills agenda. This type of comment in itself does perhaps indicate a lack of 
immediate and meaningful impact of SDS on the businesses and sectors they exist 
to serve. 
 
Q8. 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? 



4 

 

 
A8. A single agency with a truly Scottish perspective and remit for the whole of 
Scotland makes good sense, particularly in the current economic and business 
climate.  Elimination of duplicate activity and sharing of core support services makes 
clear business sense.  However, as has been stated elsewhere, we believe it is vital 
that sufficient local staff, offices and budgets are retained. 
 
8. More generally, there were also some significant concerns expressed around any 
move to transfer further activity or services to Local Authorities.  Councils are 
generally judged to be too political and short-term in their outlook and decision 
making and too non-commercial in their mode of operation.  Councils exist to provide 
a specific range of services to their communities.  They are neither skilled in nor 
resourced to be economic development agencies. 
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