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Gordon Lindhurst MSP 
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Dear Mr Lindhurst 
 
Business Support Inquiry – COSLA response to EEFW Committee Report 

   
Thank you for the opportunity to provide a response to your Committee’s report into local 
business support.  I write as Chair of COSLA’s Business Gateway Board and as Environment 
and Economy Spokesperson.   
 
The attached was prepared by the Business Gateway Board, and endorsed by the 
Environment and Economy Board, as COSLA’s response to the recommendations made by 
the Committee relevant to Local Government.   
 
The Committee’s report has been scrutinised in some depth by both Boards.  It is fair to say 
that the Business Gateway service described in the Committee’s report is not one which we 
recognise, and I will go on to say why this is the case later in my letter.  We are not blind to the 
challenge of supporting businesses in Scotland but, as I will expand upon later, I do believe 
we can evidence that Business Gateway delivers a high quality service to its customers.  
While the Boards have taken issue with many of the recommendations in the Committee’s 
report, I recognise that we need to do more than simply criticise the report and that we need to 
positively redress the perception upon which the Committee’s report is based.  It is with this 
aim that I hope you find my letter – and the collective views of COSLA – helpful. 
 
COSLA is disappointed that, throughout the Committee’s recommendations, there appears a 
view that the service is not accountable, nor is it transparent enough.  I must take issue with 
the Committee’s position on this.  I hope that the Committee might take full account of the 
evidence placed before it.  I would draw your attention to the SLAED Economic Development 
Indicators and the Local Government Benchmarking Framework monitored by the 
Improvement Service, through which the performance of Local Government in the economic 
development space, including the Business Gateway service, is publicly reported down to 
council level.  I’d also specifically draw your attention to our response where we set out the 
good work already taking place with under represented groups. 
 
At a local level, all council services, including Business Gateway, are subject to scrutiny by 
democratically elected councillors operating within the standing orders of their councils and 
the mandates afforded to them.  Councils are audited annually, are subject to Best Value 
Review and other audits and inspections, and are subject to the principle of ‘following the 
public pound’.  In short, councils are already scrutinised to the highest level and their budgets 
are locally, and democratically, accountable.  To suggest otherwise fails to recognise the 
independent accountability of this sphere of Government. 
 
At a national level, the cross-party Business Gateway Board, established a year ago to 
replace the previous officer Management Group, is now part of COSLA’s formal political 



 

 

 

 

governance structures.  The Board monitors and scrutinises the overall performance of the 
service, as well as agreeing and scrutinising the budget for the National Unit.  Colleagues on 
the Board were clear that COSLA’s response should make clear its role. 
 
COSLA’s existing political structures also include the Environment and Economy Board, which 
endorsed the response of the Business Gateway Board.  Both of these Boards take a keen 
interest in the culture of enterprise and in promoting collaboration and co-ordination.  That co-
ordination, from COSLA’s perspective, is enhanced through my role.  I chair both of these 
COSLA Boards and, as a member of the Enterprise and Skills Strategic Board, can share the 
widest possible political perspective from Local Government of business support services. 
 
I understand that COSLA officers offered to meet with you to help set the scene at the 
commencement of your Committee’s inquiry.  I am aware that considerable evidence was 
developed and presented to your Committee by councils and by COSLA.  The Board was 
keen that I stress their regret that, despite this, many of the recommendations in the 
Committee’s report appear to fall short of a full understanding of Business Gateway. 
 
The Committee’s report also fails to recognise the extent of the existing strategic alignment 
and collaboration with our enterprise agency partners and the increased emphasis on this, 
post the Enterprise and Skills Review, with Local Government engaged in the work to develop 
a Shared Entry Point and a Target Operating Model. 
 
Further, Local Government is of the view that there is considerable strategic alignment 
between Business Gateway and the enterprise and skills agencies and with the Government’s 
own strategic aspirations, enshrined, for example, in the Government’s Digital Strategy or in 
Local Government co-signing and committing to the outcomes that comprise the National 
Performance Framework. 
 
A key outcome of the Enterprise and Skills Review was the establishment of the Strategic 
Board, which has had a representative with experience of Local Government as a member 
since its inception.  We are anticipating increased strategic alignment through recent moves to 
extend that engagement through additional executive representation from Local Government.   
 
At an operational level there is clear alignment and collaboration between the enterprise 
agencies and the Business Gateway Network and this has existed since the transition of the 
service to Local Government.  This is best seen through the activity to support clients through 
a pipeline of growth support and the work of Business Gateway to act as a channel partner for 
a number of enterprise agency services aimed at the universal market, such as innovation 
support.  As has already been remarked on, the Business Gateway service is very much 
involved in the ongoing work to develop a joint improvement programme including the Target 
Operating Model and related Shared Entry Point. 
 
COSLA welcomes the efforts of Local Government and its partners to continually improve 
existing partnership working and remains convinced that, within that, accountability for the 
Business Gateway service best rests with Local Government.  Improved alignment, and 
greater clarity of roles, are key outputs from the ongoing work arising from the Enterprise and 
Skills Review.  The Committee’s review of Local Business Support pre-empts that process of 
improvement. 
 
Local Government continues to engage with partners and stakeholders at all levels and 
remains open to a dialogue with you, as Convener, or indeed the Economy, Energy and Fair 
Work Committee as a whole.  I would be happy to welcome you to a future Business Gateway 
Board meeting where you can hear more from my colleagues. 
 



 

 

 

 

I hope that your Committee will find the attached useful in explaining our position as regards 
the recommendations. 
 
Yours sincerely 

 
 
Cllr Steven Heddle 
COSLA Spokesperson for Environment and Economy 


