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1. My view in 2007 that the move in the Highlands & Islands of many business support 
functions to the Local Authorities was a mistake has to a large extent been proved 
correct. At a structural level the service has changed very little, however I would be very 
interested to know how much the cost of delivery has increased. Before making any 
decisions about the future direction of enterprise support the government in my view 
has a duty to publish the figures for the changes which it implemented in 2007. I would 
be very surprised if the councils are delivering the service as cost effectively as was 
previously the case with HIE. 
  
2. Again I should declare a personal interest here as we were the previous HIE 
contractor responsible for delivery. My doubts about cost effectiveness are partly based 
on the fact that all of the councils in the Highlands & Islands opted to deliver the service 
in house, with minimal tendering to ensure best value for the core services. Our success 
with HIE previously had been partly based on the quality of what we offered, but more 
significantly in this case, the cost savings which our management service delivered. 
These assertions can I am sure be verified by looking at HIE's ROI on advice between 
2003 and 2009 (when the service finally transferred to the councils) and comparing this 
with the equivalent figure for the council service. 
  
3. In qualitative terms the HIE model for providing business advice relied on self 
employed advisers with current knowledge and experience of running a business. The 
council model has been largely to employ advisers, sometimes the same people as 
before, but critically now in the relative security of employment without the edge of 
working for themselves. It’s a bit like hiring a plumber who has read the book but doesn't 
actually do plumbing. 
  
4. Anecdotally we have also heard of many instances where existing businesses have 
had real difficulty in getting advice and support. In essence they fall between HIE and 
Business Gateway (BG) with no one really sure about where to go. Many existing 
businesses do not perceive BG as appropriate to their needs while not really meeting 
the criteria for Account Management from HIE. 
  
5. At a national level our dealings with BG have led to untold frustration. We have 
pitched an idea for an online business support programme to them and they have 
shown real interest. So far so good however this started in October 2009 and as yet is 
no closer to a conclusion. I should emphasise that this is not a complaint about being 
unsuccessful in selling something to BG, it is however no way to run any organisation. 
The government wants SMEs to have greater opportunity to win public sector work 
however our experience would show that with BG it’s impossible to get them to make a 
decision. We would welcome the opportunity to tender to provide services however this 
was never done in the Highlands & Islands (except for some minor aspects of the 
service) and centrally there is a lack of willingness to even make a decision about 
whether or not to tender for new delivery approaches which they have openly indicated 
they want to develop. 



  
6. In conclusion one of the fundamental reasons given for the change to local authority 
provision was greater accountability. Our experience has been that the exact opposite 
has been the case. How can a government minister make an announcement in 
September 2007 which then takes local authorities 19 months to implement be 
described as being accountable? Surely those early warning signs should be all it takes 
to make a judgement that this change was destined to failure from the outset. Enterprise 
support should be in the hands of entrepreneurs not public servants, surely that is a role 
which HIE is better placed to manage than councils? 
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