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 1.
INTRODUCTION

The vision for the Peak District Rural Action Zone (RAZ) Pathfinder is:

"To enhance access to services that support business and community enterprise in rural areas."

The RAZ Support Unit within Derby and Derbyshire Economic Partnership (DDEP) has pulled together the Business Plan for the initiative which identifies a number of potential actions to improve delivery of services. These include establishing a single point of access for information and advice, developing opportunities for co-location of services and scoping the business case to simplify the grant giving "maze" for businesses and the community.
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 rural area”.  This vision was expressed in a successful application for funding to DEFRA under its Pathfinder Programme.  

This report shows the results of our activities.  The objective for the client was to support one of the Pathfinder’s flagship projects –namely the aforementioned call centre/web based 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).
1.2
RAZ policy background
In November 2002, Margaret Beckett, Secretary of State for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, invited Lord Haskins to carry out an independent review of the arrangements for delivering Government rural polices in England.  The review was triggered by a number of events, including the outbreak of foot and mouth disease, which served to highlight the complex delivery mechanisms for rural policy and support services that existed in rural areas.  Policy implementation mechanisms were considered to be out-of-date and not sufficiently responsive to the needs of rural communities. Lord Haskins’ Terms of Reference were concerned with:
· simplifying or rationalising existing delivery mechanisms and establishing clear roles and responsibilities, and effective co-ordination; 

· achieving efficiency savings and maximising value for money; 

· providing better, more streamlined services with a more unified, transparent and convenient interface with customers; 

· identifying arrangements that can help to deliver Defra's rural priorities and Public Service Agreement targets cost-effectively. 

Lord Haskins’ report outlined how rural delivery arrangements should evolve, taking account of wider developments in government, in particular the commitment to devolution and moves to make public services more accountable and locally responsive. The achievement of these two objectives is intended to benefit both customers and service providers because customers will benefit from having to contend with fewer points of contact, and service providers would have greater local knowledge, be able to provide more flexible responses to local needs, and have a better understanding of their obligations, with fewer unnecessary burdens to face. 

Lord Haskins’ review identified the following: 

· Poor accountability – policy was not understood, delivery functions were confused, customer needs were not recognised sufficiently well, and management information was poor. 

· Failure to satisfy regional and local priorities - there was a lack of rigorous standard setting and accountability in the provision of business advice meaning that quality was variable. 

· Too many players – leading to confusion about the roles of the many organisations involved in rural delivery.
· Lack of co-ordination - too many regional strategies, delivery was unduly complex, too many initiatives, schemes and services, many initiatives are insufficiently tied into the regional agenda and deliverers had a patchy understanding of the strategic objectives of their work. 

· Confused customers - customers lacked clear information on relevant products and services, land managers and rural business owners complained about the bureaucratic approach to regulation and poor co-ordination between regulatory agencies, there was poor communication between agencies resulting in service delivery delays, including the processing of grants, and there was a lack of on-going help and support for projects once the initial grant/service is received. 
The Report gave rise to a number of important new policy developments that sought to support Government’s service modernisation agenda, including, in particular, the development of the Modernising Rural Delivery Programme through which Defra is implementing the bulk of the Rural Strategy 2004 – the Government’s response to Lord Haskin’s 2003 review of Rural Delivery. It is a change programme aimed at delivering rural services more efficiently, in a more streamlined and customer focused way, through a smaller number of organisations with clearer and more accountable roles, working in partnership within an overarching sustainable development context.  A key concern in driving the modernisation process is achieving the PSA targets set through the 2004 Spending Review in rural areas.
The Public Service Agreement (PSA) framework is central to the Government's strategy for delivering high quality public services.  A number of targets set across mainstream Government Departments have implications for the efforts of service providers to modernise delivery in rural areas.  The proposed contact centre for the Peak District Rural Action Zone has the potential to contribute to the achievement of a number of targets in addition to those already established in the current RAZ Business Plan.  
The DTI has undertaken to deliver 11 PSA targets in the 2004 Spending Review, of which three are directly relevant to the Contact Centre proposal:
PSA 1: Demonstrate further progress by 2008 on the Government’s long-term objective of raising the rate of UK productivity growth over the economic cycle, improving competitiveness and narrowing the gap with our major industrial competitors.  
PSA 6: Build an enterprise society in which small firms of all kinds thrive and achieve their potential, with (i) an increase in the number of people considering going into business, (ii) an improvement in the overall productivity of small firms, and (iii) more enterprise in disadvantaged communities.

PSA 7: Make sustainable improvements in the economic performance of all the English regions by 2008 and over the long term reduce the persistent gap in growth rates between the regions, demonstrating progress by 2006.  

The former ODPM retains Government responsibility for the driving service modernisation agenda through Local Authorities.  It has a number of PSA targets where there is an opportunity for a contact centre contribution to be made towards local targets:

PSA 30: By 2008 improve the effectiveness and efficiency of Local Government in leading and delivering services to all communities.
PSA 32: the planning system to deliver sustainable development outcomes at national, regional and local levels through efficient and high quality planning and development management processes, including achievement of best value standards for planning by 2008.

PSA 42:  increase voluntary and community engagement especially amongst those at risk of social exclusion.
In order to be attained PSA targets need to be translated into actions and outputs at the grass roots level.  All public service providers have an obligation to take into account the achievement of PSA targets in preparing their individual policies, strategies and programmes.  The emerging Contact Centre proposal offers an opportunity for public service providers to better achieve their own targets.  Perhaps most importantly for the purposes of supporting enterprise and business, the significance of the opportunity is greatest for the two RDAs covering the RAZ area.
RDA’s are required to show in their Regional Economic Strategies for each region the contribution that they will make to the achievement of Public Service Agreement targets.  RDA’s are, therefore, required to set out what they will deliver in order to further the RES for their region and to contribute to delivery of the PSA Targets, setting a specific target for each of their ‘Core Outputs’ and for the required components of these and for any additional outputs added by individual RDA’s if they feel that a significant area of their activity could not be meaningfully captured under any of the Core Outputs.  Core Outputs include:

· Employment creation - No. of jobs created or safeguarded

· Employment support  - No. of people assisted to get a job

· Business Creation - No. of new businesses created and demonstrating growth after 12 months

· Business Support - No. of businesses assisted to improve their performance and businesses attracted to the region

· Skills - No. of people assisted in their skills development as a result of RDA programmes.
Clearly the Contact Centre proposal has the potential to support the achievement of RDA Core Outputs.

1.3 The Pathfinder Initiative

The role of the pathfinders is to test practical ways of improving local delivery, tackling disadvantage and social exclusion, helping underperforming economies to begin to catch up with the levels of growth experienced elsewhere in Britain, without jeopardising natural heritage - all within locally agreed outcomes.
In its prospectus DEFRA identifies the main priorities for the Pathfinders:

· How to make delivery more effective (that is, that delivery activities and outcomes match agreed policies and resources match need);

· How to make delivery more efficient (that is, that proportionately more resources are available to delivery);

· How to ensure that delivery is customer-focused (that is, the needs of customers are met rather than those of the delivery organisations); and

· How to achieve greater local accountability for public investment in rural areas.

The Pathfinders provide funding for two years from 2005 to 2007 and the RAZ Steering Group, which is part of the Derby and Derbyshire Economic Partnership structure, is the lead body for the Pathfinder, whose income over this period was projected in its initial business plan to be:

· £100,000 available through DEFRA to support the development / running of the Pathfinder.

· £100,000 available through Advantage West Midlands “Rural Innovation Initiative” running into 2006/07.

· A commitment from emda to support the Pathfinder with £100,000 funding over the duration of the Pathfinder.

· Up to £100,000 Partner In-Kind contributions from both Staffordshire and Derbyshire to Pathfinder actions (subject to the specific actions / activities developed).

· A possible Objective 2 bid (ERDF) of up to £130,000
1.4
The Peak District RAZ Pathfinder 

Much of the information we are about to present here is already known to the partners, for the benefit of readers less familiar with the local Pathfinder, the business plan Executive Summary identifies the Pathfinder area as 

“[comprising] the districts of Derbyshire Dales and High Peak (East Midlands), significant parts of Staffordshire Moorlands and the Weaver ward of East Staffordshire (West Midlands).  Together these districts house 93% of the population of the Peak District National Park.  The area has a population of 175,000 and covers 1,750 km2.  There are tracts of open countryside, many small and medium sized villages, and market towns, which serve the whole area.”

To move towards the achievement of the local vision, partners have agreed to use the Pathfinder funding to deliver three, interrelated projects:

•
To explore the benefits and resource implications of a single point of access (phone via Contact Centre, web based information) to make service delivery more streamlined and effective. Key partners inc. Business Link Staffordshire and Derbyshire Chamber and Business Link have visited a Contact Centre based at High Peak BC, Buxton.

•
To develop opportunities for co-location / tandem service delivery (based on the recommendations of recent co-location study commissioned by Derbyshire Dales and High Peak LSP and funded by the DDEP)

•
Scoping the business case to simplify advice and the grant giving “maze” for businesses and the community (either through remote access points across the area and/or streamlining existing organisational structures to make them fit for Pathfinder purposes). 

This assignment focuses on the first of these projects, though its findings also have a significant influence on the other two.  

1.5
Approach
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.

We have done this through the following methods:

· Undertaken an extensive consultation exercise with stakeholders be they regional, local, service deliverers or organisations representing [potential] service users;
· Considered actions tackling similar issues elsewhere in England’s rural heartlands;
· Undertaken a short telephone survey of businesses;

· Undertaken a postal survey of a selection of business support providers from the public, statutory and private sector;

· Hosted a workshop for stakeholders to reaffirm their commitment to the Pathfinder programme and give their views on alternative delivery models with respect to generating complementarity between proposals and their own activities.

2.
DEMAND FOR SUPPORT

2.1
Business survey sample

We wanted to gather quantitative information from businesses in the RAZ Pathfinder area on their current situation and their use of business support.  We include social enterprise in this group.  Accordingly, and with contact lists for local businesses from the partner local authorities and for social enterprises from the Councils for Voluntary Service (CVS) we undertook a telephone survey of 200 businesses in the RAZ area during May and June 2006.

Our proposal was to interview 30 social enterprises (representing 15% of the total interview frame – a significant ‘oversampling’).  These to be drawn at random from across the RAZ area based on collected information from the CVS bodies.

For the remaining 170 private sector businesses to survey, the following issues were considered:

· The need to ‘oversample’ the agricultural sector to ensure at least that this sector is represented;

· Similarly for Staffordshire Moorlands and East Staffordshire, that the views of businesses in this area are articulated.

Table 2.1 below shows the broad industrial structure and numbers of businesses in the RAZ area.  (NB. Numbers in Staffordshire Moorlands and East Staffordshire reflect the fact that RAZ geography covers only parts of these local authority districts).

Table: 2.1: 
The business base

	L.A.

Sector
	High 

Peak
	Derby Dales
	Staffs. Moor
	East 

Staffs
	TOTAL

	Agriculture & Fishing
	(
	23
	(
	0
	35

	Mining, manuf and construction
	685
	662
	152
	(
	1,519

	Services
	2,831
	3,069
	506
	45
	6,451

	TOTAL
	3,521
	3,754
	665
	65
	8,005


Data Source: ABI 2004 (Most recent year), Published by Nomis (www.nomisweb.co.uk)

(: Data protected by Crown Copyright for reasons of confidentiality
Initial deduction on volume of calls…

Typical Business Link market penetration rates can be between 10% (medium) and 20% (high) of business stock according to our experience.  Given a business stock of 8,005 enterprise units (not necessarily individual firms) we suggest that a 15% market penetration rates for enquiries for business support (not town planning and business rates for example) is a reasonably cautious deduction given marketing and other support from partners.  This would provide for an annual number of 1,200 enquiries for business support to the contact centre or 23 per week provided they all went through a single gateway.  If we are optimistic about higher levels of market penetration, say 30%, then enquiries per week rise to 46.  In order to achieve this latter score marketing and promotion will be required. 
For the 170 firms in our survey sample we set out a survey frame as in table 2.2 below.
Table 2.2:
Target sample for survey by sector and area 

	L.A.

Sector
	High 

Peak
	Derby Dales
	Staffs. Moor
	East 

Staffs
	TOTAL

	Agriculture & Fishing
	1
	3
	1
	0
	5

	Mining, manuf and construction
	14
	15
	5
	2
	36

	Services
	55
	57
	14
	3
	129

	TOTAL
	70
	75
	20
	5
	170


On to this we also wanted to consider a company-size dimension:  It is not desirable to talk only to (what will inevitably be) middle managers or administrators of larger companies.  However fairly large companies (often as many as up to 200 employees) are entitled to access public funded business support, and the impact of intervention can be large in these companies.  A size based breakdown of the industrial structure (i.e. the 8,005 firms is presented below):

Table 2.3: 
Size of firms (employees) in RAZ area

	L.A.

Size (no. employees)
	High 

Peak
	Derby Dales
	Staffs. Moor
	East 

Staffs
	TOTAL

	1-10 employees
	3,015
	3,225
	591
	58
	6,889

	11-199 employees
	495
	516
	71
	7
	1,089

	200+ employees
	(
	13
	(
	0
	27

	TOTAL
	3,521
	3,754
	665
	65
	8,005


Thus the vast majority of companies are less than 10 employees in size.  Furthermore, though not shown here:

· The results are fairly consistent for each of the four districts.  Overall 86% of companies are under 10 employees in size, the lowest proportion is in High Peak (85.6%), the largest in East Staffordshire (89.2%);

· There are only 27 large companies of sufficient size to take them out of the typical range eligible for business support.  Some of these will be coding confusion – for example a local Tesco supermarket manager completing the ‘Census’ form, may give employment for the total group rather than a single supermarket, the equivalent manager at Sainsbury’s may do the opposite.  Though calculations do try and mitigate these errors, at a very local level such as here, these may still be significant. 

· Looking at the 1-10 employee category more closely, 5,817 businesses had between 1 and 4 employees – about 85% of the smallest size band in the above table.

Trying to add a size dimension on such a small sample, in such a small area, is somewhat inefficient and, probably, unnecessary.  So rather than add complexity, we delivered the telephone survey whereby:

· No companies over 200 employees to be surveyed;

· 80-90% of companies to be under 10 employees;

· No branch or subsidiary companies to be surveyed (these are typically ineligible for support).
Table 2.4 provides the achieved sample.
Table 2.4:
Achieved  sample for survey by sector and area 

	Size
	Base
	Business sector
	Local area

	Employees
	
	Mfg/mng/cons
	Agric.
	Commercial/services
(retail, tourism, business services etc)
	Vol/com
	Other
	High Peak
	Derby. Dales
	Staffs 

Moors.
	East 

Staffs.

	Base
	200
	51
	9
	104
	25
	11
	82
	74
	39
	5

	1-5
	128
	32
	8
	77
	3
	8
	48
	53
	22
	5

	5-9
	31
	11
	1
	12
	5
	2
	18
	8
	5
	-

	10-24
	23
	4
	-
	8
	11
	-
	7
	8
	8
	-

	25-49
	10
	1
	-
	5
	3
	1
	6
	2
	2
	-

	50-99
	5
	1
	-
	2
	2
	-
	2
	1
	2
	-

	100-199
	3
	2
	-
	-
	1
	-
	1
	2
	-
	-


2.2 Business survey results
A copy of the questionnaire used for the business/social enterprise survey is included as an appendix to this report.  We now present salient issues with graphic illustrations and commentary as appropriate.

2.3
Use of business support

We asked respondents if they had used any kind of business support or community advisory service in the last three years.  Figure 2.1 presents the results.

Figure 2.1: Use of business/community support in last three years
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Some 23% of our sample said yes they had used some form of support in the last three years.  Variance (+/-) from this included 64% from our social enterprise group.  A note of caution here however as the small number of contacts for this group were provided by the CVS organisations thus implying some sort of existing contact, whereas the more numerous business contacts came from a range of sources.  At 36% Staffordshire Moorlands is the local authority area with the highest levels of market penetration for business support.  With only five firms in our sample from East Staffordshire we cannot deduce anything from their zero response. 
2.4
Type of advice
We went on to ask those who had sought support, some 46 respondents, for the type of support they had looked for.  Answers are presented at figure 2.2.
Figure 2.2: Type of support in last three years %
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Grant aid and business planning support are the two most popular forms of advice/assistance sought.  The sample size is such that it does not allow very much disaggregation by sector, size etc. 

2.5
Where for advice and quality of support
We asked these 46 respondents where, against a prompted list of organisations, they went for their advice.  Results are presented at figure 2.3.
Figure 2.3: Organisations and advice


[image: image4.emf]0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

%

Bank/Build. Soc.

Accountant

Solicitor

Local authority

Govt. agency - DEFRA

Business Link

Voluntary organisations (CVS)

Other



As figure 2.3 illustrates in general Business Link, accountants and CVS for the social enterprises are the main sources of regular contact and enquiry. 
We asked this small group of respondents to rate the quality of their last contact/visit with their chosen business support agency.  Ninety-five per cent of the 46 rated the advice/support as good or very good with only 5% suggesting it to be poor.
2.6
Reasons for not accessing support
We wanted to know why 154 of our 200 sample had not accessed support.  Against a prompted list of reasons we got the responses set out in figure 2.4.

Figure 2.4: Reasons for not accessing support  %
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A key concern from these findings may be the levels of ignorance among the RAZ business base about what is on offer to them, its applicability to them and their trust of public services.  Two additional points are worthy of a mention.  Business respondents in Staffordshire Moorlands were more likely to suggest that they did not know about the services on offer – surprising given the higher penetration rates in this district.  And less surprising, the social enterprises were most likely to say that these agents were not for their type of business.
2.7
Rural Action Zone
The RAZ partners wanted to test the business awareness of the RAZ and its offer of support.  We therefore asked a question in our survey as follows:
“Your business or organisation is based in an area (called a Rural Action Zone) which is eligible for a range of support services, such as business planning and legal advice, grants towards new equipment, subsidised management consultancy.  Your company may be eligible for these services.  In addition your local authority may offer advice on matters such as planning, health and safety and environmental health.  Given this, which of the following statements apply to you?”

Table 2.5 provides the percentage of the 200 respondents who though the statements applied to them.
Table 2.5: 
RAZ and your business
	Statement
	Applies %
	
	Statement
	Applies %

	No, never realised (in RAZ area & support available)
	76
	
	I’ve been told my business doesn’t qualify for support of this kind
	4

	Know council offer some advice but otherwise no idea
	10
	
	Heard about these but the different services are too confusing
	6

	Heard about these before but never bothered looking further
	14
	
	I don’t need any support or grants to help my business
	18

	Someone came and visited a while back but I took it no further
	3
	
	All well and good, but who do I need to speak to?
	12

	Have picked up leaflets but taken it no further
	3
	
	I’ve tried to apply for support, but the application process is too confusing
	4

	I've accessed this kind of business support before, and would like to find out more
	14
	
	Heard about these but no idea where to get information
	7

	We have a good relationship with the CVS, they point us in the direction of other appropriate support
	6
	
	
	


The table illustrates a high level of ignorance of the RAZ and the available support.  This is combined with both inertia and lack of information on where to go among those who have some awareness.  However, this is probably because the RAZ, as part of DDEP, has not developed a separate brand and that delivery of its actions is via partners e.g. Business Link. 
The general lack of RAZ awareness is greatest among manufacturing firms and slightly less among the agricultural businesses in our survey at 66%.
2.8
Improving access to business support

We asked respondents which, from a prompted list of services, would make them more likely to access business support.   Responses are set out at figure 2.5.

As the figure illustrates, a telephone helpline and face to face support are almost equally valued.  On-line support and information is also popular.  A key issue for us however is the demand for a better promoted service and more promotional events.  The what, where, how of support i.e. the call to action is significant and stands alongside the gateway routes.

Interestingly it is the agricultural businesses that demand more promotion of what’s available.  They also favour face-to-face support as the delivery mechanism.  Demand for a telephone help line was just over 82% in Staffordshire Moorlands compared with the average of 46%. (Caution on sample sizes).  Among the social enterprises telephone support was favoured over on-line support by some way.
High Peak respondents were less likely than their Derbyshire Dales and Staffordshire Moorlands peers to want better promotion. 
Figure 2.5: 
Improved access – what would work?
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2.9
Improvements
We asked respondents an open question about improvements to business support.  One hundred and fifty-five of the 200 respondents said they did not know.  Of those with an opinion only one stands out i.e. improved access to information about what is available etc.

2.10
Conclusions from this section

We suggest 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.

RAZ business support initiatives will only succeed if they complement and correspond to existing and trusted sources most notably accountants and Business Link.

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 main barriers to accessing support are not service or technology based.  They are quite simply lack of information.  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.  There may be a case to develop additional outreach resources to attract land based businesses into the RAZ offer.
3.
SERVICE PROVISION
3.1
Introduction
For this study it is important to consider the current market supply of business support services:
· To assess the extent to which proliferation of supply might well have led to  confusion among the potential client group;   

· To try and gauge whether the demand for support services is growing or contracting and with what consequences for supply;

· Finally, to try and identify any areas of supply provision for which there is under or over provision.

Note that all of these questions could really only be definitely answered by a more comprehensive audit than was possible for this assignment.  We undertook a postal survey and one hundred potential business support providers were contacted.  These were drawn from: 

· The statutory sector;

· Other mainstream providers (one response was from a funding agency);

· Funded project-based activities;

· The private sector 

Note that the distinction between the first three of these is somewhat blurred, for example projects funded directly by local government on an arms length basis.  For this reason we have included local government with projects supported by the local authority and/or other funding streams.  For the voluntary and community sector we approached only those organisations which were known to provide business support either to other organisations within the sector or the private sector. 

3.2
The Approach to the Sample and Survey 
When considering private sector provision, it was clearly an inappropriate use of resources to attempt to contact all of the various potential companies which might serve the business market: The Annual Business Inquiry (ABI) indicates that in the RAZ area there are approximately 700 companies
 which provide:

· Legal, accounting, bookkeeping and auditing activities (455 companies);

· Architectural and engineering activities and related technical consultancy (224);

· Activities of business, employers and professional organisations (10);

· Activities of other membership organisations (75);

In addition the more one examines potential private sector support provision the more the distinction between ‘support’ and ‘business to business services’ also becomes blurred.  For example some of the Rural Action Zone’s 36 advertising ‘companies’ (in fact business units) may well offer holistic, on-going marketing support.

Thus we contacted a sample of approximately 100 companies, with the bulk of these being private sector providers, in the first instance those companies known locally as offering business services, predominantly accountancy and legal services. 

In total 15 replies were received
, a response rate which is in line with expectations for a survey of this type, particularly as individual companies and organisations maybe unwilling to share details of their client base.  It should be noted that the response rate is higher if one excludes the private sector companies contacted speculatively – only three responses from the private sector were received.

The mapping exercise covered the following issues:

· Services provided;

· Client group;

· Demand and trends in demand for services;

· Any public funding support;

· Enquiry handling, in terms of: 

· Medium by which clients access support and services;

· Linkages with other service providers

· Any issues around delivering business support specific to the Rural Action Zone

3.3
Services Provided & Client Group
Even from our small sample a range of services are provided.  In the private sector a range of legal, accountancy and book-keeping advice was available.  

In terms of public funded interventions, there were a number of sector based initiatives who responded, these typically didn’t offer financial assistance or start-up advice but supported business through varying combinations of the following:

· Specific sector based training and advice (e.g. technical, managerial, environmental);

· Advice and activities to open new markets/gain new customers;

· Collective marketing;

· Signposting and brokerage to consultancy support and grants;

· Advocacy and lobbying;

· Networking (most common feature);

· Mentoring schemes;

· Promoting standards and good practice within the industry sector

Projects set up to assist specific client groups (e.g. young people, women) and/or specific localities had a greater focus on business start-up.  This came in the form of grants and access to a business advisor.  Obviously Business Link offered a more sophisticated portfolio of support.

Local authorities supported businesses to varying extents through their economic development strategy, through supporting specific forum/exchange -based projects and through responding to queries on service issues from businesses themselves.  These issues encompass:

· Planning;

· Building Control (surveying);

· Environmental Health;

· Workplace Health and Safety;

· Licensing

3.4
Funding


A wide range of funding sources, even within this small sample, is being accessed to support activities.  It should be noted that among the projects and forum activities many generate significant levels of income through membership fees, contributory matched funding of support and through consultancy and training fees.  This of course makes the market very crowded, with the multiplicity of fee structures as well as eligibility criteria, confusing to the potential client.

3.5
Service Demand

The replies we received indicate that in the private sector, as well as in project delivery and forum activities, land based support is somewhat specialised – services are either geared specifically for such sectors or focus on attracting clients elsewhere.

In terms of the number of clients served, this of course varies from organisation to organisation.  In fact the private sector organisations typically serve fewer clients, but no inference should be drawn from this.  

The business support delivery projects tend to deal with more clients than the network/forum projects which work more intensely with fewer companies.  The majority of respondents dealt with not only private businesses but either voluntary and/or community groups.  Several organisations claim to support 50 or more companies/organisations per year.  These will typically include supported start-ups, and in the case of local authorities, enquiry responses.

Perhaps the most important observation is that virtually all responses have indicted that demand for their services, either in terms of the number of companies/organisations assisted or the range of services offered through any one outlet is increasing.

3.6
Communications

For most of the forum-based projects, enquiries (which may or may not lead to actual service delivery) are predominately generated through a combination of web enquiries and telephone calls.  Those projects which are more focused on land based support services (be that through spatial, sector or client group targeting), tend to be more reliant on direct contact, be that through ‘drop-in’ or events.  More importantly to companies providing these services in the land based sector, word of mouth seems to be the overwhelming method by which increased demand has been generated.

We also asked about the level of communication with other service providers.  Perhaps inevitably this was weakest within the private sector, referrals being to known and trusted private sector professional practices.  Otherwise the feedback we received was positive.  Most of the responses we received talked of good links, particularly with Business Link. Comments included: 

· Partnership networking would seem to have been the way in which these links have been fostered – a number of responses commented on time-resource restrictions to attend such networking events on a more regular basis;

· Much of the networking and signposting is informal, which means (by their own admission) the range of partners referred to is limited and they have incomplete information;

· Thus several agencies also relied on giving out switchboard numbers and web-site home pages of partners;

· Only one organisation set out a clear ‘tracking’ strategy to on-referrals in terms of making sure enquiries had been ultimately treated successfully.  

3.7
Delivery Issues

There were several difficulties with the client base:

· Firstly a range of generic project issues – funding uncertainty and constraints meaning a more complete service cannot be delivered;

· Delivering an up to date service in terms of the funding and support which is available as well as keeping up to date with the legislative changes (“red tape”) businesses face;

· Clients, be they established companies/organisations or individuals, are often reluctant to share information about their business.  Further, because of their accountancy/ business management skills, inaccurate or incomplete information is also an issue.  This has led to examples of businesses being given the wrong advice by projects; 

· Strategically, the lack of cross-boundary networking structures which continues to limit the range of referral options;

· Difficulties were reported in keeping the momentum of partnerships and project steering groups going over time, and them not becoming a drain on time (the proverbial ‘talking-shop’ syndrome).  These not unusual difficulties are exacerbated by the time commitment required by partners to attend and have meaningful input into these groups.

4.
STAKEHOLDER VIEWS
This section summarises the results of 20 face-to-face consultations examining options to deliver the mechanism broadly envisaged in the Pathfinder Business Plan.  
A variety of stakeholders were contacted, these were drawn from:

· DDEP;

· Local authorities and Derbyshire County Council;

· Both the RDAs and Government Offices which cover the RAZ;

· NFU;

· A selection of CVS organisations;

· Business Links;

· Local LSPs;

· Peak District Authority;

· Environment Agency;

· DEFRA

As a precursor to the interviews, a discussion/options paper was tabled.  This paper is presented overleaf.  The interviews then focused on the implications of pursuing each of the options and how the initial options could be refined to identify a delivery vehicle appropriate to each organisation.

Below we present a short summary of responses:
4.1 Views of Current Division of Roles and Responsibilities for Supporting Business

· Partners generally agreed that they had at least some idea of the range of complementary project activities to those sponsored by their own agencies;
· However there was recognition that the ‘bi-regional’ approach of the RAZ added complication – there was little definite knowledge in Derbyshire of activities in the RAZ on the Staffordshire side (and vice versa);

· Equally importantly, stakeholders agreed that though different agencies and projects had ‘sorted themselves out’, to customers multiplicity still appeared confusing.  One good example being that whilst Social Enterprises are typically Business Link clients, community enterprises are a core client group of the VCS.  The agencies understood and supported this distinction, however there is clear potential to confuse customers;

· This confusion is exacerbated by the multiple local boundaries which overlap the RAZ:  Four local authorities (plus the Peak Park Authority) and two county Councils, two RDAs, two GOs, two Business Links, and four CVS organisations make up the RAZ – plus a host of local projects and funding streams.
Table 4.1: Delivery Options for Call Centre Model
	
	Pros
	Cons

	Option 1: Full-blown stand alone contact centre: Physically located on a single site 
	1. Significant presence – awareness raising; 2. Cross-boundary coordination, 3. Single point of contact, 4. Job generation, 5. Costs can be pro-rata’d between partners
	1. Complexity of linking the local authority areas, 2. Sustainability, 3. Value added (over and above existing provision esp BL, VCS), 4. Delivering both business and volcom objectives, 5. Choice of physical location

	Option 2: Call operation, retaining single contact number/website but calls routed into individual call ‘teams’ 
	1. Retains impression of single contact point, 2. Advice delivered ‘close to’ the customer and support agency, 3. Service can be routed by business/volcom calls as well as geographic location, 4. Expense of physical building not necessary
	1. Standardising quality of response and service across districts, 2. Start-up costs may be high outside of High Peak, 3. Running costs may be relatively expensive for smaller Staffordshire districts, 4. May be a technically more expensive option 5. Loses benefits of co-location at delivery and strategic level

	Option 3: Back the proposed call centre into High Peak’s existing, extensive and good practice call operation
	1. Fixed and sunk costs already met, 2. Experienced, skilled staff in place, 3. Staff have experience of pro-active ‘cold calling’ and ‘up-selling’ services 
	1. Access to information on services of other partner districts and other agencies – raising investment and capacity issues i.e. a major exercise to make the services to business and business support integrated across all areas. 

	Option 4: Develop an alternative delivery option (s)

	Option 4a: “Do nothing” – promote core support services more intensively, use BL switch to “IDB” model to drive forward business support – give BL Pathfinder resources
	1. Option to back concept into an emerging structure, 2. Expertise in handling business support enquiries, 3. Low cost, easy to sustain (?), easy to monitor option, 4. Captures benefits of co-location, 5. Uniform service
	1. Loss of a core element of Pathfinder programme(!), 2. BL will be sole gatekeepers to business support (-advantage?), 3. Support of local authorities, 4. Can BL deliver volcom agenda and support, 5. More than 1 BL involved – tensions??

	Option 4b: Develop a web-based support and information package, accessible on-line or via support..  Web service would allow postcode-based searches for grants and support packages (see www.nwriu.co.uk/RIUDatabases.asp for example)
	1. Delivery model not dissimilar to High Peak Call Centre, 2. Low Cost, 3. Individual agencies can add value through assisted searches 4. Similar products developed for other geographies 4. Easy to reconcile needs of volcom and private business, 5. Additionality to existing support structures
	1. May be seen as loss of a core element of Pathfinder programme, 2.No provision for pro-active generation of business support, 3. Would a database be used 4. Complexity of system to end users – would it generate business support demand 5. Lack of a personal touch


4.2 How can the efficiency and effectiveness of business and enterprise support services within the Peak District area be improved

There were a number of suggestions put forward.  Those with particular relevancy to this assignment included:
· Plenty of support for a single point of entry, but some disagreement of how this should be delivered;

· Improved signposting – especially for social/community enterprises;

· Standardisation of services across the RAZ;

· Improved intelligence sharing;

· Reiteration of the need to deliver services locally

4.3 Views on a Call Centre Approach to Delivering Business Support

A wide range of views on the concept were made – 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.

4.4 Response to Suggested Options [see previous page]
Clearly each agency has its own view.  Broadly speaking opinion divided as follows:
· Local authorities typically (but not universally) showed preference for some form of single entry telephone-based operation – typically some form of amalgam between Options 2 and 3 above;

· CVS organisations also supported this model, but with a preference for volcom calls to be routed directly to the relevant CVS for a greater level of intelligence gathering and hand holding than may be necessary for mainstream businesses;

· Business Link, its funders and some other agencies have varying degrees of concern/hostility to a call centre model on the grounds of the above mentioned conflict with Business Link delivery (which, irrespective of the chosen local model, will be delivered in line with national guidance);
· There was considerable support for an option hinted at, but not stated above: That is to fund a core marketing officer/project manager to lead on pulling local partners together and coordinate programmes of support activity which would be promoted across the RAZ (rather than the current in-Derbyshire OR in-Staffordshire “dual approach”), gelling the RAZ together.  There were strong concerns however that this mechanism would not address the issues for which the RAZ was awarded Pathfinder status.
4.5 Likely Impact of Call Centre on Present Agency Activity

Despite the sceptical comments above, many agencies seemed willing to respond to any chosen model.   A number of agencies pledged to ‘take a look’ to see which services they offer could be delivered through the call centre, though for many more they envisaged the service as being purely information-based until confidence in the service and its sustainability were proven.

A number of agencies put forward ideas on how any approach could be continued after Pathfinder funding runs out.  There was a commitment among many agencies to adjust their mainstream delivery to align itself with any call centre provision.  Though there was some concern expressed, in the main partners seemed comfortable with the impact of the proposed service (in what ever form) on their own agency – Business Links are an obvious and unsurprising exception to this.
4.6
Impact on Community Activity

· All saw their respective ‘chosen models’ as having a positive effect on community activity, though the CVS had very clear ideas about how enquiries from social and community enterprises should be handled (i.e. outside of the main delivery mechanism);
· As commented elsewhere, there is concern that marketing a business support project aggressively would put off the voluntary and community groups from contacting the centre for support and advice;

· Many based their positive comments on the need to promote and improve signposting to companies;

· There was concern that a service could just become a dial-in grants advisory service – the voluntary and community sector in particular needed to lift their eyes above this dedicated use and move towards a more holistic model.

4.7 Sustainability of any Proposal
There was agreement that, to succeed, there would have to be support for the chosen model from a wide range of partners committed to funding the project from their core budgets.  Some commented that the delivery vehicle would have to itself become part of the core offer of agencies to clients.
On a similar point, one partner emphasised the need to develop a common strategy which would focus priorities, and then in turn, the related activities which could be delivered through the call centre.
5.
GOOD PRACTICE
We have considered three models of “good practice” from other parts of the UK.  These are set out below.

5.1
Rural Business Facilitation Service, Lancashire Rural Futures

Objective:

To deliver sustainable economic and environmental benefits to rural Lancashire by offering facilitation services to land based and rural businesses.

Resource:

Multi-disciplinary teams of project staff operating from three offices covering Lancashire and northern Greater Manchester. Staff resources include Rural Business Facilitators, Planning specialists, environmental advisors, funding specialists and administrators. 36 staff in all.

Customer Base:

All forms and types of businesses based or operating in rural Lancashire / Greater Manchester, including but not restricted to, farms and land-based enterprises.

Customer access is via a single 0845 local rate phone number supported by a web site and intermediary introductions.

Core Function / Activity:

Deliver business support and advice including business and product development, ‘diversification’ projects, business planning, market research, marketing and promotion. Facilitate applications for funding, often linking environmental and project based funding schemes (under the previous England Rural Development Programme). Support design and implementation of environmental projects including renewable energy, habitat creation and management etc. Facilitate and manage planning applications, bringing in and managing specialists such as architects, highways consultants etc.

Other Outputs:

Management team are a core part of sub-regional rural partnerships and act as rural enterprise champions across the public sector.

Other issues

Funding for 36 staff is principally through NWDA Single Pot but 10 of these staff are seconded from e.g. RSPB and other partners.  Delivery is through Business Link.

www.lancashireruralfutures.co.uk
Contact: John Welbank 01200 426433

5.2
CitizenLink, East Riding of Yorkshire Council

Objective:

To improve access to services for all residents of the East Riding of Yorkshire.
Resource:

A network of video link access points which enable customers to contact the East Riding of Yorkshire Council, independent advice agencies or solicitors. CitizenLink access points are available within 13 Customer Service Points; they are also available as stand-alone kiosks (22) in ldborough, Brough, Easington, Flamborough, Holme on Spalding Moor, Melbourne, Middleton on the Wolds, Nafferton, Patrington, Rawcliffe, Skipsea, Skirlaugh, Snaith, Stamford Bridge, Swinefleet, Wawne, Wetwang, Wilberfoss , in Waitrose at Willerby, and within the main hospitals in Hull.

Customer Base:

All residents and visitors to the East Riding of Yorkshire

Core Function / Activity:

Access to East Riding’s Customer Service network via video link; CitizenLink can be used to talk to a customer services advisor for information on all council services, or speak to council departments. For specialist independent advice the caller is transferred to partner services able to advise on a range of matters, such as debt management, welfare benefits, housing and family matters etc.

Existing  partners include the Citizen’s Advice Bureau, Legal Aid Franchised Solicitors, Department for Work & Pensions (Jobcentreplus), Humberside Police, The Patient Advice & Liaison Service, The Energy Efficiency Service and Hull City Council. Access can be facilitated with Customer Service Points by a member of staff, or direct by the Customer – as the kiosk door opens, this automatically launches a video call to the Customer Contact Centre.
Other Outputs:

CitizenLink is part of the East Riding Customer Service Network. 

The East Riding Customer Service Centres are “one stop shops” where customers can access information, advice and assistance on all council services in pleasant, comfortable surroundings. Specially trained advisors using the latest information systems are available to offer a friendly personal service, dealing with enquiries quickly & efficiently, and resolving enquiries first time wherever possible. All centres are situated on ground floor level and feature automatic doors for easy access. Access is via a single telephone number, text number of video link (CitizenLink) 01482 393939

www.eastriding.gov.uk/ipix/customer_services/brough/2frametest.html
5.3
Shropshire Customer First Points, Shropshire County Council

Objective:

To improve access to advice and Council services for all residents of Shropshire.
Resource:

Seven (another to be launched imminently) customer advice points located in libraries around the County (Broseley, Church Stretton, Highley, Market Drayton, Shifnal, Bridgnorth and Shrewsbury). 

Web based access to advice and services, supported within the library by a designated Customer First officer. 
Customer Base:

All residents of Shropshire, together with day visitors and library users.  Usage has doubled since launch, with in the region of 35,000 contacts for the year 2004 – 2005.

Core Function / Activity:

Answering queries by facilitating access to advice and all Council Services. The Customer First officer will respond to and help solve the customers’ queries using the web-based resource with access to the Council’s internal systems.

‘People that don’t know where to start, not necessarily just about council services, and want to speak to someone face to face. Staff will pick up the query and run with it, or signpost on. As far as possible they try not to pass on, but to resolve at the Customer First Point’.

99% of queries are answered at the Customer First Point; where necessary, introductions and signposting is carried out. 
Other Outputs:

The Customer First Points serve a PR function; they are a human face of the council in a local context. The Customer First staff are recruited locally, and are therefore part of the community that they are helping. 

This limited but high profile ‘face to face’ element of delivery / access to Council Services is considered to be very important within the Council.

From July 2006, the Customer First Points will be part of a wider Customer First network, supported by a single Contact Centre dealing with the entire range of Council Services.

Contact:

Bobby Mulheir - 01743 252164
shropshirefirst@shropshire-cc.gov.uk

www.shropshire.gov.uk/customerfirst.nsf

5.4 Peak District issues
Clearly 5.2 and 5.3 focus on a citizen and business community agenda whereas 5.1 offers specialist support to the business community (not excluding social enterprise). It is also clear that all three examples are well resourced with the Lancashire model enjoying considerable support from the regional development agency, Business Link and specialist partners.  The other two examples are led by County Councils.

At least two possibilities arise for the Peak District RAZ from these case studies in our opinion:
i) Place the business and social enterprise support within, and as an addition to, the High Peak contact centre to achieve the multi dimensional single point of contact for residents and businesses from 5.2 and 5.3.  This has implications for the links to Derbyshire and Staffordshire County councils and the Districts that make up the RAZ e.g. it is not just a question of co-ordination and accessing information on business and social enterprise matters – the seamless service as in the East Riding must cover all services.  Our question is whether the partners can quickly, efficiently, effectively and economically move to this position.  Indeed there is the question of whether there is commitment to this in the first place.  We also suspect that such a solution would inevitably refer many business and social enterprise enquiries to Business Link and the relevant Council for Voluntary Service respectively.

ii) Take the Lancashire model forward in the local context with due reference to the need to better engage with and tailor support to local businesses, land based firms especially.  A further issue is the reality of what short term (RAZ) and long term funds are available to such an approach i.e. the luxury model adopted in Lancashire is not affordable locally.

6.
OPTIONS
We have developed a number of options for consideration by the RAZ partners.  This 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.
In table 6.1 options are described and considered using a simple cost: benefit review.  In table 6.2 the options are further reviewed against the criteria of:
· The acceptability of proposals across the partnership (consensus);
· Agreement on suitability (fit for purpose) of any policy and organisational actions that may be proposed;

· The feasibility of any proposed actions (can they be funded/implemented).
The options considered are as follows:
1.
Status quo

2.
Contact centre through High Peak operation
3.
Business Link IDB service with enhancements
4.  
Go for it!
Conclusions and proposals from the options analysis are presented in section 7 of this report.

Table 6.1: 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 at figure 6.1 over the page.

Figure 6.1: Business Link IDB Model
Business Link has three main functions, which typically would operate in a sequence:


[image: image7]
Table 6.2: 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.


7.
PROPOSALS

7.1 Business Link IDB service with enhancements
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.

We conclude therefore that RAZ business support initiatives will only succeed if they complement and correspond to existing and trusted sources most notably accountants and Business Link.

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 main barriers to accessing support are not service or technology based.  They are quite simply lack of information.  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.  There may be a case to develop additional outreach resources to attract land based businesses into the RAZ offer.

7.2
Proposal
Our suggested solution is to negotiate a service level agreement with Business Link(s) with initial investment from RAZ development monies.  With this in place the partners to the RAZ should use the RAZ financial resources 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.

Appendix 1 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 may be of interest to the partners.
APPENDIX 1
DRAFT

Service Level Agreement (SLA)

Between 
The Peak District Rural Action Zone Partnership

and
Business Links (East and West Midlands)
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1.  Overview

The Peak District Rural Action Zone Partnership wishes to improve the provision of business/enterprise support services (including the provision of services to social/community enterprises) through the creation of a ‘single’ point of contact for service users.  The single point of contact is intended to simplify the process of accessing business/enterprise support services by removing confusion for service users in respect of which agency is responsible for the provision of which service and by enabling support services to be packaged more effectively around the specific needs of individual users/businesses/enterprises.  The combination of these two improvements over existing arrangements is intended to increase both the total number accessing support services and the number of successful outcomes for service users.

This Service Level Agreement (SAL), therefore, represents an agreement between the Peak District Rural Action Zone Partnership and East and West Midlands Business Links for the provision of Contact Centre Management services required to enable the provision of an integrated business/enterprise support service covering the Peak District Rural Action Zone (RAZ).

This Agreement remains valid until superseded by a revised agreement mutually endorsed by the RAZ partners. Changes are effective upon mutual endorsement by the primary partners.

This Agreement outlines the parameters of the services covered as they are mutually understood by the partners.

2. Purpose and Objectives

The purpose of this Agreement is to ensure that the proper elements and commitments are in place to enable service providers to provide, within the Peak District RAZ area, ‘integrated’ business/enterprise support services, to consistently high standards, in accordance with the objectives of streamlining service provision through a single point of contact.   

The objectives of this Agreement are to:

· Provide a clear understanding of service ownership, accountability, roles and responsibilities.

· Present a clear, concise and measurable description of the services to be provided to the customers.

· Match perceptions of expected service provision with actual service support & delivery.

3. Partners

The following organisations  represent the primary partners associated with this SLA:

Providers: 

Business Links East Midlands and Business Links West Midlands (“Providers”)

Customers:

The Peak District Rural Action Zone Partners (“Customers”)

The following partners are responsible for the management of this agreement: 

	Partner
	Title / Role
	Contact Information

	DDEP
	[Title / Role]
	[Contact Information]

	Environment Agency
	[Title / Role]
	[Contact Information]

	Natural England
	[Title / Role]
	[Contact Information]

	East Staffordshire Borough Council
	[Title / Role]
	[Contact Information]

	High Peak Borough Council
	[Title / Role]
	[Contact Information]

	Peak District National Park Authority
	[Title / Role]
	[Contact Information]

	Derbyshire Dales District Council
	[Title / Role]
	[Contact Information]

	Staffordshire Moorlands District Council
	[Title / Role]
	[Contact Information]

	Staffordshire Moorlands CVS
	[Title / Role]
	[Contact Information]

	Others TBC
	[Title / Role]
	[Contact Information]

	Others TBC
	[Title / Role]
	[Contact Information]


Service users:

Are considered to be the individual businesses/enterprises that this agreement is intended to benefit (in effect the users of the ‘single number’).

4. Periodic Review

This Agreement is valid from the effective date outlined herein and is valid until the date of termination. The Agreement will be reviewed annually. In lieu of a review during any period specified, the current Agreement will remain in effect. 

The Business Relationship Manager (the ‘document owner’) is responsible for facilitating regular reviews of this Agreement. The contents of this Agreement may be amended as required, provided mutual agreement is obtained from the primary partners and communicated to all affected parties. The Business Relationship Manager will incorporate all subsequent revisions and obtain mutual agreements / approvals as required. 

Business Relationship Manager: [Name]

Review Period: [Review Period] 
Previous Review Date: [Last or Previous Review Date]
Next Review Date: [Next Review Date]

This Agreement will be posted to the following location and will be made accessible to all partners:

Document Location: [Location]

5. Service Agreement

The following services will be provided by the Service Provider in the ongoing support of this Agreement. 

5.1.  Service Content

The following services will be provided by the Providers; 
5.1.1
Maintenance of a single telephone number contact for the East Midlands and a single telephone number contact for the West Midlands;

5.1.2
Promotion and Marketing within the RAZ area of telephone contact numbers;

5.1.3
Provision of ‘diagnostic’ services to determine the business/enterprise support service needs of service users at the first point of contact, as appropriate and with specific reference to land based businesses, tourist businesses and retailers as well as general enquirers;

5.1.4
Provision to callers of contact details, including named individuals, telephone numbers, e-mail addresses and postal addresses for specific service providers in line with the outcome of the diagnostic assessment of callers needs;

5.1.5
Provision of callers details to service providers for follow up service provision, as appropriate;

5.1.6
Transfer of calls to service providers, as appropriate;

5.1.7
Maintenance of a database of enquiries, assistance provided and ‘outcomes’ for individual callers, including tracking of partner service responses from enquiry to resolution;

5.1.8
Preparation of performance management information reports for the customers as required;

5.1.9
Provision of all necessary training and other support services for all contact centre staff involved in providing the services to ensure that minimum quality standards are maintained;

5.1.10
Delivery of direct services  in accordance with the service schedule set out at annex 1;

5.1.11
Undertaking periodic reviews to determine levels of user satisfaction.

5.2.  Customer Requirements

Customer responsibilities in support of this Agreement include: 
5.2.1 
Ensure that the Providers receive, at least monthly, updated details of the partners business/enterprise support services; 

5.2.2
Ensure that there are named contacts within each partner service provider who will be responsible for receiving enquiries via the contact centre; 

5.2.3
Designate a named individual within each partner service provider who will be responsible for ensuring the efficient and effective orgsanisation of internal service responses to support the contact centre activities;

5.2.4
Maintenance of all required support service documentation;

5.2.5
Specify and review all management information to be provided by the   Providers;

5.2.6
Promotion and Marketing within the RAZ area of telephone contact numbers;

5.2.7
Make all necessary payments to the providers in accordance with the payments schedule at annex 2.

5.3.   Service Provider Requirements

Service Provider responsibilities and/or requirements in support of this Agreement include: 
· Meeting agreed service targets/standards.

· Generating reports on service levels for Customers as required 

· Training staff in accordance with the service needs.

· Logging all Provider resource hours associated with services provided for review by the Customers.

6. Service Management

6.1.  Service Availability

Services are to be provided between the following times:

· 8:00am to 8:00pm Monday to Friday, excluding public holidays

· 8:00am to 2:00pm Saturdays

6.2.  Availability Restrictions

TBC

6.3.   Service Measurement 

The following performance measures will be used to determine the effectiveness of the services being provided by the Provider:

	Measurement
	Definition
	Performance Target

	User Satisfaction 
	Users describing the quality of service they received as ‘good or excellent’ 
	EXAMPLE:   95% of users accessing the contact centre

	Numbers of users benefiting from the ‘single’ number service
	The number of callers who ring for business support services who are logged on to the data base as having received a service provided either directly by the contact centre or indirectly by a service provider following referral from the contact centre
	EXAMPLE:  Increase of 20% on year 1 figures 

	TBC
	
	


6.4.   Service Level Reporting

The Service Provider will supply the Customer with the following reports on the intervals indicated:

	Report Name
	Interval
	Recipient
	Responsible

	User satisfaction Report
	Six Monthly
	Business Relationship Manager
	TBC

	Analysis of  users enquiries 
	Six Monthly
	Business Relationship Manager
	TBC

	Number of service users report
	Quarterly
	Business Relationship Manager
	TBC

	Service users tracking report
	Six Monthly
	Business Relationship Manager
	TBC


  6.5

Problem Management

In the event of any problems arising through the operation of this Agreement or in the provision of any services associated with the Agreement, notification should initially be made to the Business Relationship Manager who will be responsible for taking the necessary action to resolve the reported problems.  If this does not produce a satisfactory outcome, or if the nature of the problem relates in some way to the Business Relationship Manager, the problem will be reported to XXXXXXXX  who will then take such actions as may be appropriate to resolve the notified problem.

SLA Annex 1 Direct Services Schedule

TBC

SLA Annex 2 Payments Schedule

TBC
Appendix 2 – Business Survey Questionnaire
1. Have you used any kind of business or community advisory service in the last 3 years?

[image: image9.png]
	Yes
	
	Go to Q2
	No
	


2. If yes, what was the nature of the advice sought?

	Marketing
	
	
	Business Planning
	

	Product Development
	
	
	Financial Planning
	

	Legal Advice
	
	
	Grant Aid
	

	Sites and premises
	
	
	Other (please describe below)
	


Other _________________________________________________________

3. Which of the following do you regularly go to for business advice?

	A Bank/Building Society
	
	
	A Government Agency/DEFRA
	

	An Accountant
	
	
	Business Links
	

	A Solicitor
	
	
	A Voluntary Organisation e.g. CVS
	

	A Local Authority (e.g. planning, environmental issues)
	
	
	Other (please describe below) e.g. business mentor, relative
	


Other _________________________________________________________

4. On your last visit, how did you find the advice you received?

	Very Good
	
	
	Poor
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	Good
	
	
	Very Poor
	


5. If you have not used any kind of public agency/sector business advice service in the last three years has this been because:

	Did not need any advice
	
	
	Don’t believe/trust ‘public’ sector providers
	

	Satisfied with my current providers of advice
	
	
	Had contact before.  Not impressed with their offer
	

	Those agencies aren’t for my type of business
	
	
	Have used them satisfactorily
	

	Don’t know enough about the services they offer
	
	
	
	


Other _________________________________________________________

6.
Your business or organisation is based in an area (called a Rural Action Zone) which is eligible for a range of support services, such as business planning and legal advice, grants towards new equipment, subsidised management consultancy.  Your company may be eligible for these services.  In addition your local authority may offer advice on matters such as planning, health and safety and environmental health.  Given this, which of the following statements apply to you?  

	
	Apply
	
	
	Apply

	No, never realised
	
	
	I’ve been told my business doesn’t qualify for support of this kind
	

	Know council offer some advice but otherwise no idea
	
	
	Heard about these but the different services are too confusing
	

	Heard about these before but never bothered looking further
	
	
	I don’t need any support or grants to help my business
	

	Someone came and visited a while back but I took it no further
	
	
	All well and good, but who do I need to speak to?
	

	Have picked up leaflets but taken it no further
	
	
	I’ve tried to apply for support, but the application process is too confusing
	

	Heard about these but no idea where to get further information
	
	
	I’ve accessed this kind of business support before, and would like to find out more 
	


7. Would any of the following make it more likely for you to access business support services (all of which are free of charge)?

	A telephone helpline
	
	
	More promotional events
	

	On line (world wide web) directories/databases
	
	
	Face-to-face contact with a mentor/advisor
	

	A better promoted and advertised service
	
	
	None of the above – never going to apply
	

	Drop-in centre in your local village
	
	
	None of the above – Other approach (please state)
	


Other _________________________________________________________

8. What kind of support services would you most like to see provided through a single telephone access point?

	Service Type
	
	     Service Type
	

	Planning Regulations
	
	     Marketing Opportunities
	

	Grants
	
	     Business Rates
	

	Availability of Premises
	
	     Tax Regulations
	

	Licensing
	
	      Employment Regulations
	

	Environmental Regulations
	
	     Other (Please describe below)
	


Other ________________________________________________________

9. Do you have any suggestions about how business/community support services in the Peak District Area could be improved?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

10. What kind of business are you?

	Manufacturing
	
	
	Professional Services
	

	Tourism
	
	
	Mining and Extraction
	

	Farming and Fishing
	
	
	Community Group
	

	Retail
	
	
	Community Enterprise
	

	Distribution/Haulage
	
	
	Other
	


Other _________________________________________________________

11. How many people do you currently employ

	1-5
	
	
	25-50
	

	5-10
	
	
	50-75
	

	10-25
	
	
	75 plus
	


3.
Are you independently owned?

	Yes
	
	No
	25-50
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Go to Q6





Go to Q5





High Intensity involvement











Customer Engagement





Low Intensity involvement





Establishing and managing customer – supplier relationships. Relationship brokerage.





Exploring customer needs in order to broker those services that can have the greatest impact.





Informing





Operating as a non-competitive channel to market for all information that is relevant to businesses.





Brokering





Diagnosing








� More accurately, separate business units which may or may not be stand-alone businesses


� Of which 12 were usable
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