
SUBMISSION FROM COMHAIRLE NAN EILEAN SIAR 
 
1. Comhairle nan Eilean Siar (the Comhairle) welcomes the review “of the purpose 

of an enterprise agency…” being undertaken by the Economy, Energy and 
Tourism Committee.  The review is timely and offers the opportunity to take a 
fundamental look at the Enterprise Networks and whether the approach they 
provide offers the best organisational methodology to support future economic 
growth and development.  In particular the Comhairle would ask that the 
Committee thinks carefully about the islands and peripheral parts of the 
Highlands and Islands and to consider if there are better alternatives for the 
provision of development support services in these areas. 

 
2 The Comhairle’s approach to the Enterprise Network and our response to this 

call for evidence is informed by the economic reality facing the Outer Hebrides 
and the need for a fundamental rethink in regard to how islands and other 
peripheral areas are supported. 

 
3 The economy of the Outer Hebrides has lagged significantly behind that of the 

Highlands and Islands and the rest of Scotland.  The economy has over the past 
decades performed consistently at around 65% of UK GDP.  The area is heavily 
dependent upon the public sector and is characterised by declining primary 
industries; high business costs (particularly transport and fuel costs) and slow 
uptake of opportunities arising from growth sectors such as the renewables 
sector.  This weak economic performance has manifested itself in sustained 
population decline and in particular, the loss of young people to the community 
and to local businesses.   

 
4 That on-going weak economic performance suggests a failure of economic 

policy in the islands over an extended period and over successive political 
administrations.  It may be that more radical policy prescriptions, resourcing and 
organisational approaches are required if impacts are to be made to the 
historical economic position.  The Outer Hebrides (indeed all the fragile areas 
within the Highlands and Islands) have the potential to make a greater 
contribution to their own and to national economic growth if the appropriate local 
controls and appropriate local policies are in place. 

 
5 From a fundamental, first principles analysis the Comhairle is of the view that 

the Outer Hebrides and the Scottish Government’s economic aims, as they 
relate to the islands, would be best delivered through the Local Authority.  
Before addressing that critical issue, however, the following section provides 
commentary on the value of the recent reforms.  

 
VALUE OF RECENT REFORMS 
 

6 It is the Comhairle’s analysis that Highlands and Islands Enterprise (HIE) has 
lost touch with the business base in the Outer Hebrides, with significant 
numbers of businesses believing that HIE has little relevance to their 
development aspirations.  It is a widely-held view amongst account and non-
account managed companies that HIE’s present strategy has little local 
relevance and is more geared towards serving the urbanised areas around  
 



Inverness and the Inner Moray Firth rather than the islands and the remote 
and fragile areas of the west Highlands and Islands.  Many local businesses 
have observed multi-million pound investments in and around Inverness, while 
local businesses are only able to attract, at best, very limited support.  More 
than one local business person has referred to HIE as the “Inverness 
Development Agency”. 

 
7. These anecdotal observations are borne out by a review of HIE’s recent 

approvals listing.  Approvals for the 18 month period covering January 2009 – 
June 2010 are presently posted on the HIE website (www.hie.co.uk/About-
HIE/funding-approvals.htm) and show a total of £350k of direct business support 
being made available in 15 interventions – 11 business development cases and 
four staff development cases.  At a time of economic slow down, in an already 
challenged economy, this would appear to be a disappointing and dispiriting 
level of activity and intervention.  This compares poorly to the circa £3m per 
annum level of funding that HIE use to inject into the business and wider 
community of the Outer Hebrides. 

 
8. Outwith direct business intervention the HIE area office approved total funding 

of £2.7m over that same 18 month period.  Of this £1.6m went to the Connected 
Communities broadband project and £599k to various community interventions.  
That level of intervention compares badly with the (just short of) £10m invested 
in the Inverness and Moray areas over the same period.  These comparative 
levels of investment would appear to bear out the view held in many local 
businesses that HIE is focussed on the Inverness area rather than the more 
challenging peripheral parts of the Highlands and Islands.   

 
9. Inevitably the £40m reduction in Grant In Aid available to HIE will lead to 

reductions in support across the Highlands and Islands.  Given the disparity of 
investment between the Outer Hebrides and the Inverness area, however, it is 
difficult to read that disparity as anything but the outcome of policy and strategy. 

 
10. There is also a widespread view that HIE have lost the ability to innovate and be 

proactive.  Many in the local business community have looked to the Comhairle 
to fill the void.  The Comhairle has, therefore, sought to react to the reduced role 
of HIE by accelerating and bringing forward a range of interventions, both to 
assist sectors with particular challenges and to help alleviate some of the 
impacts of the economic slowdown.  Examples of that innovation include: 
· Introduction of the Community Fisheries Quota Scheme 
· Introduction of the Harris Tweed Investment Fund 
· Introduction of the Outer Hebrides Business Support Programme 
· Introduction of the “Cearcall na Gaidhlig” tourism information initiative 
· Development of the state of the art Creative Industries and Media Centre 
· Successful bid to the Scottish Government’s Town Centre Regeneration 

Fund 
· Leadership of the Hebrides Range Taskforce. 

 

http://www.hie.co.uk/About-HIE/funding-approvals.htm�
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11. In many ways HIE no longer provides the role of local economic development 
leader.  There is little doubt that the rationalisations of the enterprise network 
and the abolition of the LECs has had a significant impact in the Outer Hebrides.  
Any form of local control or autonomy appears to have disappeared, with the 
organisation working to what many regard as a rigid, centralised strategy to the 
detriment of local knowledge-based strategic development.  Whether this is a 
result of rationalisation or HIE’s own interpretation of the requirements of the 
Government’s Economic Strategy it is hard to judge.  Related to this issue, 
many businesses also raise fundamental questions about the influence 
Edinburgh-based Civil Servants may be having on the day-to-day operations of 
HIE.     

 
12. Despite the preceding strategic-level analysis, at operational level, the 

Comhairle very much acknowledges the dedication and professionalism of HIE 
staff in the Outer Hebrides.  The Comhairle has excellent working relationships 
with HIE staff and very much views the co-location of HIE and the Comhairle’s 
business development (Business Gateway) staff as a model of joined-up inter-
agency working.   

 
13. Comhairle and HIE staff work closely together with a high level of information 

and dialogue exchange.  HIE, for example refer all enquiries to Business 
Gateway in the first instance whereas, prior to the 2007 reforms, there would 
have been little information exchange in regard to a mutual client’s business 
enquiry. 

 
14. The transfer of Business Gateway to the Local Authorities in the Highlands and 

Islands has been a positive experience, with delivery and service improving 
dramatically.  The first year of Business Gateway saw the gradual reinstatement 
of services to small businesses which had been previously delivered by HIE.  It 
has also led to additional services and new EU funding streams being rolled out.  
The Business Gateway website is a tremendous resource to which all clients 
are signposted. 

 
15. Quality Assurance independently carried out by IBP Academy on behalf of the 

national Business Gateway team through monthly surveys of all enquirers 
shows extremely high levels of satisfaction with the service provided in the 
Outer Hebrides, with many categories scoring 100% satisfaction. 

 
16. Post-reform, it would appear that businesses that are not “Account Managed” 

are simply not engaged with by HIE, regardless of the perceived quality of the 
project.  Business Gateway has experienced difficulty in having businesses 
accepted by HIE into Account Management through Growth Pipeline – or even 
gaining recognition that it is appropriate for a business to enter the Growth 
Pipeline.  

 

Businesses not account managed by HIE, or not eligible to be 
account-managed are automatically referred to Business Gateway.  Co-location 
has made this process easier for the businesses, and had more of a positive 
impact for the business rather than a negative one by being turned down or 
being ineligible for account management. 



17. 

 

In order to help bridge the gap in funding support, the Comhairle successfully 
applied for ERDF, leading to creation of the Outer Hebrides Small Business 
Assistance Scheme (OHSBAS), which has led to an increase in enquiries from 
both new and existing businesses.  Enquiries so far in 2010 are over 30% up on 
2009 and there has been a further increase since the announcement of new 
funding through OHSBAS. 

18. At operational level there are many examples of successful partnership working 
between the Comhairle and HIE.  These examples range from work on 
European programmes through to the recent successful Hebrides Range 
Taskforce campaign, which worked to secure the future of the Hebrides Range 
in the Uists and Benbecula.   

 
19. 

 

It is important to note that local regeneration services only transferred to Local 
Authorities in the Scottish Enterprise area and that these functions did not 
transfer in the HIE area.  There has been little discernable impact arising from 
the establishment of the Regional Advisory Boards. 

20. Skills Development Scotland (SDS) has been slow to emerge and create a 
distinctive identify.  It is recognised, however, that SDS was formed as the 
economy went into recession and that the organisation focused its efforts on 
mitigating impacts.  Over the past period there has been excellent interaction 
and co-operation between SDS and the Comhairle, leading to the recent signing 
of a “Partnership Agreement”.  This was the first such agreement between SDS 
and a Local Authority in Scotland and this framework lays the ground for on-
going joint activity and partnership working. 
 
FIRST PRINCIPLES ANALYSIS 

21. As overviewed at part 1 to 4 of this response it is the Comhairle’s view that the 
present functions of HIE would best be delivered through the Local Authorities.  
There are a number of strategic and policy reasons for this.   

 
22. It is important that success is acknowledged and HIE has had some excellent 

success in Inverness and other parts of the Highlands and Islands.  The City of 
Inverness has been economically transformed over the past period.  HIE can 
take much credit for this success – their focus and resource allocation has been 
essential in ensuring that transformation.  That acknowledged success should 
now, however, result in a reduced focus on the Inverness area, with the same 
level of focus, concentration and resource now transferred to the islands and the 
peripheral parts of the mainland.        

 
23. In the Outer Hebrides, however, it is clear that population trends remain 

stubbornly downwards and that economic indicators continue to lag significantly 
behind comparator areas.  Although HIE have had a number of local successes 
(such as their investment in the Arnish Point manufacturing facility and their 
commitment to providing advance office / factory facilities) the overall 
performance of the economy suggests that present policy tools are not working 
and have not been working over an extended period of time in the Outer 
Hebrides.  If the policy tools are not working, they should be fundamentally 
redesigned. 

 



24. Decisions on too many policy issues that fundamentally affect the Outer 
Hebrides are taken out-with the Outer Hebrides – be that in Brussels, London, 
Edinburgh or Inverness.  To positively impact on the economic situation of the 
islands, it is the Comhairle’s view that policy formation and decision-making has 
to become more islands-based, albeit within the framework of national economic 
policy.    

 
25. To assist in combating some of these issues the Comhairle is of the view that 

HIE’s functions would best be placed with the Local Authority. 
 
26. Amalgamating HIE functions into the Comhairle would allow efficiencies to be 

achieved within the local public sector, would allow greater coherence in local 
strategy and would help focus and consolidate local effort.  It would allow 
greater focus on specific areas within Government Economic Strategy (such as 
Population, Solidarity, Cohesion and Sustainability) which HIE have never been 
fully comfortable with and which are already closer to Local Authority core 
functions. 

 
27. For an area like the Outer Hebrides it makes strategic sense to consolidate the 

public sector due to the geographical factor – there are few opportunities for the 
Comhairle, for example, to partner with a neighbouring Local Authority.  The 
opportunity lies in various public sector organisations coming together for the 
greater good.  Amalgamating HIE efforts in the Outer Hebrides with the 
Comhairle would appear to offer the most appropriate way forward. 

 
28. Over the next period there are significant new opportunities, which will emerge 

through a range of areas.  Some of these opportunities can be summarised as 
follows: 
· Completion of the Creative Industries and Media Centre 
· Expansion of aquaculture - both growing and adding value 
· Continued tourism growth, with added impetus through Islands Culture 

2011 
· Regeneration of Lews Castle 
· Development of the renewables sector through the implementation of 

commercial and community on-shore wind projects; capturing marine 
energy development and developing manufacturing potential at Arnish Point 

· Development of activity at Lews Castle College 
· Commercialisation opportunities at Hebrides Range 
· Expansion of the Harris Tweed industry 
 

29. It is instructive that the majority of these development opportunities are being 
pursued and led on by the Comhairle.  Integrating HIE functions into the 
Comhairle will offer the best opportunity to maximise on these opportunities and 
would increase capacity to deliver agreed outcomes. 

 
30. Any transfer of functions should be appropriately resourced, with scare 

resources targeted on areas of greatest need.   
 



31. If a transfer of functions were to proceed it would be essential that a strategic 
national function be retained.  In the Comhairle’s view this national function 
would be best housed within the Scottish Government itself, rather than the 
existing quango-led approach.  This would ensure that a national perspective is 
brought to bear on regional and local economic policy.   

 
32. Related to this the Comhairle would advocate that the Scottish Government 

retains a “national investment fund”, which would be available to invest into 
strategic national and regional priorities.  That “national investment fund” would 
be used to bolster and enhance Local Authority investment, if a significant 
strategic development was being undertaken in any particular Local Authority 
area.       

 
33. Although not wholly appropriate or replicable to the local situation it is worth 

noting that the UK Government through the Budget Document sees the creation 
of “Local Enterprise Partnerships” as the way forward in England and Wales.  
Page 31, paragraph 1.89 of the document states: "The Government will enable 
locally-elected leaders, working with business, to lead local economic 
development.  As part of this change, Regional Development Agencies will be 
abolished through the Public Bodies Bill.  A White Paper later in the summer will 
set out details of these proposals. As part of this, the Government will: support 
the creation of strong local enterprise partnerships, particularly those based 
around England's major cities and other natural economic areas, to enable 
improved coordination of public and private investment in transport, housing, 
skills, regeneration and other areas of economic development; consider the 
most appropriate framework of incentives for local authorities to support growth, 
including exploring options for business rate and council tax incentives, which 
would allow local authorities to reinvest the benefits of growth into local 
communities

 

; and as part of the shift to a more locally driven planning regime, 
promote the role for a simplified planning consents process in specific areas 
where there is potential or need for business growth, through use of Local 
Development Orders." 

34. If HIE were to remain in place, the Comhairle would advocate a review and 
redrawing of the HIE boundaries.  The present fragile areas map perhaps offers 
an appropriate geography around which to focus HIE.   

 
35. If HIE remains in place, the Comhairle would also advocate that the HIE 

headquarters be moved out of Inverness and re-established in the heart of the 
fragile area.  The Comhairle would advocate South Uist, being one of the most 
economically challenged locations in the Highlands and Islands, as offering an 
ideal locational choice – indeed there is an excellent advance office facility in 
Daliburgh that would serve as an ideal headquarters for HIE. 

 
36. The Comhairle would be highly concerned if HIE were to be amalgamated with 

Scottish Enterprise.  This would represent the worst possible outcome as it 
would inevitably lead to all focus being lost in relation to the critical issues that 
face island economies and communities. 

 
Comhairle nan Eilean Siar 
September 2010 


