IMPROVING ACCESS TO INFORMATION AND SERVICES TO SUPPORT ENTERPRISE AMONGST BUSINESSES AND COMMUNITIES IN THE PEAK DISTRICT RAZ
Summary Research Report - July 2006

In April 2006 Meridien Pure were invited to support the Peak District Rural Action Zone (RAZ) in pursuit of the achievement of their vision to “Enhance access to services that support business and community enterprise in the rural area”.
The objective for the client was to support one of the Pathfinder’s flagship projects –namely a contact centre information and service access point for the Pathfinder area’s small businesses and community/voluntary groups.  In support of this activity there was a request to undertake the following tasks:

· Market testing among business and community enterprises of the proposed Contact Centre with associated feasibility works;

· Identify the costs to the partners of delivering the pilot project for the duration of the pathfinder and longer term;

· Audit current provision of support services in the area;

· Identify through that audit gaps in provision and areas where the quality of provision is weak;

· Make recommendations about how the project might continue beyond the lifetime of the Pathfinder (i.e. beyond 2007).

Our approach to delivering this assignment has been to:

· Market test business and community enterprise opinion of the Contact Centre concept, to assess the elements of such a service that would be of most use; 

· Give an idea of resource commitments of delivering any pilot project we recommend for the duration of the pathfinder and possibly for the longer term;

· Map current business support in and around the RAZ area, identifying gaps and duplication;

· Evaluate this activity to determine the quality of the support available; 

· Survey a sample of local businesses and communities to find out what services they currently access etc;

· Identify what would be required to improve the service in terms of investment, referrals etc;

· Provide recommendations, in the light of the Contact Centre project, as to how service provision and delivery might be improved in future. 

· In the light of all this evidence to find the most effective and efficient mechanism for providing support to businesses and communities.

In this summary we concentrate on the views of businesses and social enterprises, and partner/stakeholder views.  We then present our options analysis and proposals.

Survey

We interviewed some 200 enterprises in the RAZ area by telephone in order to test the market penetration of existing business support.  Of these 200 some 30 were social enterprises accessed from contact lists provided by the local CVS.  Our statistical review identified some 8,005 enterprise units in the RAZ area (not necessarily independent firms).
Based on our experience of business support services we suggest (optimistically) that a properly promoted business information and support service in the RAZ could generate up to 46 enquiries per week for general business support.  This would increase significantly if/when specific events are promoted.

Our survey also showed that Business Link and private providers of business support e.g. accountants were the most popular sources of advice etc.  We concluded from this that RAZ business support initiatives will only succeed if they complement and correspond to existing and trusted sources most notably these accountants and Business Link.

Our survey suggests that social enterprises prefer empathetic and bespoke provision.  They appear content with the support from the local CVS infrastructure and there is an argument to develop this further in parallel with any RAZ business support initiative.

The survey indicates that the main barriers to accessing support are not service or technology based.  They are quite simply lack of information, with survey respondents clear that they did not know what was available to them let alone where to go for help in general.  A campaign to raise awareness of the RAZ, e.g. in general and through intermediaries like accountants, NFU and specific events, will impact upon this situation to achieve the enquiries (outputs) and business improvements (outcomes) that the RAZ and all public sector funded support requires.  

Stakeholder views
Our discussions with the RAZ partners were positive and in the main supportive of RAZ objectives.  However, a wide range of views on the contact centre concept were apparent – from the sceptical, to those who saw its benefits as a single point of entry for accurate signposting, to those who saw a more holistic service along the lines of the Business Link “IDB” (Information-Diagnostic-Brokerage) model.  Other comments included:

· Doubts how such a service could be delivered across the entire RAZ area given the multiplicity of partners, projects and activities;

· Concerns from the CVS organisations that the front end of the service may be too business-oriented to engage with the voluntary sector;

· More specific concerns that a ‘single entry’ number would conflict with Business Links’ switch to a telephone based model (there would of course be two Business Link numbers valid in the RAZ);

· As such the proposal may add to confusion, rather than ease the enquirer’s route through the business support maze.

Options
We developed a number of options for consideration by the RAZ partners.  These were first discussed and reviewed at a partner workshop held in Buxton on 14 June 2006.  Since then, and in light of partner comments, the options have been revised to meet what we believe to be a consensus and feasible way forward.
Table S.1: Options for the provision of Contact Centre in Peak District RAZ

	Option Description
	Cost
	Benefit

	1. Status quo.

 Do nothing option leaving things as they are.
	· Continued customer confusion

· No added value for rural businesses

· No impact from RAZ Pathfinder investment
	· No additional costs £

· Easy to implement

· Allows customer to sort out

	2. Contact centre through High Peak operation.

All business enquiries routed through Buxton Town Hall contact centre for all of RAZ geography, covering all local and county authority enquiries e.g. business rates, planning etc plus business support enquiries e.g. export certification, premises, general advice. Includes social enterprises.

Gives 100% query coverage and integrated provision to business and social enterprises.

Refers to CVS/DRCC for any specialist support to social enterprise.
	· Initial investment in “scripts” to extend existing service to business support and to extend local authority coverage to Derbys. Dales, Staffs. Moorlands and 2 x counties’ services.

· Capital costs.

· On-going revenue (staff & management costs – say 1 or 2 people for business enquiries but extensive HR costs for extension of full service offer).

· Adds to proliferation or customer confusion in field of business support as Business Link will continue to operate and will be a likely point of referral from the contact centre.
	· Single point of contact.

· Local (RAZ partnership) control.

· Costs shared so economies of scale in replication and extension of High Peak contact centre for business and all enquiries.

	3. Business Link IDB service with enhancements.  

All enquiries for business support routed through Business Link with SLA between RAZ partners and Business Link to ensure that Information, Diagnostic and Brokerage* elements have rural dimension as and when required.  Enquiries from businesses as users of public sector services other than business support referred to relevant body.

Deals with social enterprise enquiries also either directly or via referral to CVS etc.
	· Limited additional costs as part of Business Link offer.

· Costs associated with IDB enhancement.

· Not full service coverage so referral inevitable for public sector functions.

· SLA required with on-going monitoring.

· Needs backing by promotional campaign through RAZ partners to build Business Link penetration.
	· No proliferation.

· Easy to market and easy to use. 

· Sustainable so long as Business Link survives.



	4. Go for it!   The antithesis of option 1.  Takes preferred option and adds proactive and specialist services for rural firms.


	· Extensive costs – additional staff etc for locally based service.

· £3.5m over two years in Lancashire example.
	· Focused resources that build on strengths/achievements of partners and RAZ potential.

· Considers UK best practice.


*The basics of the Information Diagnostic and Brokerage (IDB) model being adopted nationally by Business Link through the Regional Development Agencies is presented in the main report.

Table S.2: Strategic evaluation of options for the provision of business support for the Peak District RAZ

	Abbreviated Option Description
	Suitability

Can it do the job?
	Acceptability

Will stakeholders agree?
	Feasibility

Can we do it within the budget and timeframe available?

	1.  Status Quo  


	Answer depends on strength of partner commitment to and market penetration of Business Link IDB model.  Geography of RAZ, i.e. two regions, complicates the issue.  Added value for RAZ businesses and social enterprises is limited.
	May be acceptable to some partners, but not to most of the stakeholders we have interviewed.
	Readily feasible.

	2. Contact centre through High Peak operation

	Would do an excellent job.
	May be acceptable to some partners, but not to RDAs/Business Links.  Costs for all partners to get to service level offered by existing High Peak centre may be prohibitive.
	Operationally feasible, but set up time, costs and complexity dilute attractiveness. Commitment to cross border model may be a test. 

	3. Business Link IDB service with enhancements.  


	Meets most of our criteria for suitability but, arguably, fails to provide a comprehensive system that answers all enquiries.  Depends if partners are happy to offer business support as a separate specialism with referral to public sector agents for administrative queries e.g. town planning.
	Acceptable to most stakeholders, but the RAZ partners (and perhaps others) would need to invest time in managing SLA with Business Link.
	Feasible with RAZ initial investment.  Sustainability issues however depending on the extent of Business Link service enhancements.

	4.  Go for it!   


	Would do an excellent job.
	Probably acceptable to all stakeholders if funds identified.
	Spending would need to rise well beyond current levels. Not feasible at the current time, but something for RAZ partners to aspire to through lobbying RDAs and their single pot budgets.


Proposal

Both the Regional Development Agencies engaged as part of this assignment are in the process of realigning their Business Link offer around the IDB model.  In the short term this has undoubtedly created market confusion. Yet we have suggested to the RAZ partners that this is also an opportunity to use the policy review to lobby for an improved focus upon the RAZ business community (including social enterprises and land based businesses).  The timeline is tight however and we urge prompt action.
We are impressed by the High Peak contact centre and we can see why this is attractive to partners.  We do not see how a truly integrated service, as desired by the partners, is feasible given that this would require the two counties and the three (excluding High Peak) districts in the RAZ bringing their call handling services to the level offered by the High Peak centre.  We also suggest that there would be a high level of referral for business enquiries to both Business Link IDB and community/voluntary sector support for social enterprises.

23% of businesses in our survey have used a business support organisation in recent times and the suppliers are dominated by accountants and Business Link.  There is a case for better engagement of business intermediaries like accountants and for work with the core Business Link offer to make it more attractive to land based firms and RAZ businesses generally.  Indeed, there appears to be latent demand for support making the do nothing option redundant.  Our business survey highlights that many firms do not know what support is available to them and how to access it.

Our suggested solution is to negotiate a service level agreement with Business Link(s) with initial investment from RAZ development monies in a contract with Business Link to support additional set up costs and staff training (say £20,000 per Business Link)  and a promotional programme across 2007-08 to involve intermediaries and reach out to local enterprises (say £50,000).  This latter role is for partners to prepare and distribute promotional materials that provide information on the RAZ and promote the relevant Business Link entry points and/or CVS for social enterprises.  This should be supported by a series of events across the RAZ area on topical issues with full Business Link involvement and engagement with local accountants and banks etc.

The main report contains a draft SLA between the RAZ and Business Link(s).  We suggest this is used in negotiation between the parties with DDEP leading the development of a Peak District rural SLA through the incorporation of the expert views of RAZ partners to the broad business support SLA we have presented.

The RAZ partners should request a meeting with the two Regional Development Agencies at the highest level in order to communicate their concerns about the quantity and relevance of the current business support offer and to gain support for the proposals here and future enhancements through Single Pot support.  A study visit to the Lancashire case study (see main report) may be of interest to the partners.
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