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27/10/05 – Item 8 

SOUTH EAST ENGLAND DEVELOPMENT AGENCY

BOARD MEETING ON 27 OCTOBER 2005
ITEM 8
JOINING FORCES - BUSINESS LINK 
Recommendation

The Board is invited to:- 

· NOTE the progress made under the Joining Forces programme to improve the consistency, efficiency and performance of publicly funded business support in the South East;

· CONFIRM SEEDA’s intention in principle to renew funding agreements with the existing six Business Link Organisations (BLOs) for the delivery of Business Link (BL) services post April 2007 subject to their meeting the criteria set out below. 
Background

1. In his Spending Review 2004 statement, the Chancellor confirmed that funding for England’s BLOs (£142 million per annum) would transfer to the RDAs with effect from 1 April 2005. This transfer of responsibility gave SEEDA the opportunity to align business support priorities more closely with its economic development priorities, particularly skills and innovation and ensure that the roles of the three business-led Boards (South East Science, Technology and Engineering Council (SESETAC), the Regional Skills for Productivity Alliance and Business South East) are better integrated. This programme of work is known as ‘Joining Forces’. 


2. The SEEDA Board agreed the following principles and policies that have underpinned SEEDA’s approach to the transition and future arrangements:

· SEEDA would continue to support the six BLO structure as it reflected the size and complexity of the region.  This policy also recognised that BLOs, with their independent business-led boards, brought a strategic business input to the sub-regional level (e.g. through AIFs; Local Skills for Productivity Alliances; etc).

· there should be a smooth transition of contractual responsibilities for the BLOs from DTI/SBS to SEEDA, with the needs of our business customers being paramount throughout and no disruption of service to the customer;

· that SEEDA would take the opportunity of its new responsibilities to drive up the effectiveness and efficiency of the delivery of publicly funded business support in the region; and
· That SEEDA would work with partners through Joining Forces, the Regional Skills for Productivity Alliance and SESETAC to integrate skills and innovation support with business support services. 

3. At the national level, the Small Business Service (SBS) and RDAs have agreed a National Framework for the BL service which sets out high level principles including that:

· BL is a national service managed in the regions by RDAs; 
· BL will serve its customers through Informing, Diagnosing and Brokerage (known as the IDB model).  BLOs will ‘broker’ specialist support for their customers rather than seek to provide it themselves; and that
· RDAs are responsible for ensuring separation between the BL branded services and other things the provider of the BL service might do (for example, around the country, some BLOs such as Sussex Enterprise, are also Chambers of Commerce).  
Progress to Date

Performance
4. Whilst we started from the position that SE BLOs had performed well in recent years compared with national standards, SEEDA and the BLOs are determined to drive up performance.  Forecasts in the SEEDA Corporate Plan for 2005-08 demonstrate a commitment to year on year improvement across the key performance indicators for each BLO – Penetration, Customer Satisfaction, Intensive Assistance and Gross Value Added.  
5. South East BLO performance for the first half of this year indicates that they are on target to at least achieve delivery plan forecasts. All the RDAs, with the exception of SEEDA, experienced a dip in their BLO Customer Satisfaction performance in the first quarter of this year.  The performance of our BLOs improved and this has been maintained through Quarter 2.   

Joining Forces

6. In anticipation of the Chancellor’s announcement SEEDA, SE BLOs and LSC set up what was become known as Joining Forces (UK Trade and Investment and GOSE have since also become partners in this initiative).  The purpose of the Joining Forces programme is to improve the consistency, efficiency and performance of publicly funded business support in the region.  Earlier this year we published a consultation document – ‘Joining Forces: an integrated framework for the business support in the South East’. The document reflected the outcome of two substantial pieces of research we had commissioned into both the supply and demand sides of business support.  

7. In the spring three workshops took place across the South East with key stakeholder/partners and consultation continued over the summer to inform the development of the regional Joining Forces Framework (summary at Annex 1).
8. The core objectives of Joining Forces are to: 

· make it easier for business to access advice and support 

· increase take up of services
· increase numbers of referrals of customers between providers in all sectors improve service standards
· Integrate skills and innovation with business development.
9. A more detailed progress report on Joining Forces is attached at Annex 2. Key achievements to date are:
· an agreed core regional Business Start Up offer, in collaboration with the Local Enterprise Agencies, Enterprise Hubs and Gateways, for full roll out by April 2006;
· an agreed region-wide ‘Access to Finance’ service available through Finance South East, for full roll out by April 2006;
· enhanced support for innovation in business underpinned by the new SEEDA Innovation Service which will make additional expert resource available to each BLO;
· the first regional marketing plan to increase take up of business support, starting with an advertising campaign from October 2005 (this is also an example of efficiencies that will be gained from the BLOs working together); and
· collaboration with the LSC on a regional Skills Advice Service to provide quality employer-focused brokerage services across the region that provides seamless access to skills, training and workforce development.
Contractual Arrangements

10. Under our current contracts with our 6 BLOs which end on 31st March 2007, we provide funding totalling £24m a year for the provision of the BL service.  This funding is subject to agreement of annual delivery plans which specify output and other performance targets and against which each BLO is closely monitored.  Historically, the BLO contracts have been on a three-year rolling basis and we propose negotiating new contracts with our six BLOs to ensure continuity of service to businesses from 1 April 2007.  For each BLO, this will however, be subject to:
· continuing full commitment to the Joining Forces Programme; 
· adherence to the principles of the National Framework which all RDAs are committed to – i.e. compliance with the IDB delivery model and core offer and the separation of BL branded services from other activities undertaken by the organisation; and
· clear targets and the assessment of each BLO’s plans for achieving efficiency gains and improvements in performance.
11. The three-year rolling programme gives the BLOs the stability they need to plan ahead and to recruit and retain their staff.  Importantly, it also enables us to develop a strategic relationship with them, without which the achievements of the Joining Forces programme would not have been possible.  In negotiating the new contracts and the annual delivery plans that flow from them, we shall be seeking continuing efficiency and performance improvements which we shall benchmark against the performance of BLOs in other parts of the country.
Jeff Alexander

Executive Director, Business and International

Annex 1 

An Integrated Framework for BUSINESS SUPPORT IN THE SOUTH EAST OF ENGLAND

Introduction

SEEDA, the six Business Links (BLOs), the six local Learning and Skills Councils (LSCs) and UK Trade & Investment (UKTI) have worked together to agree a new framework for business support and to adopt a number of shared principles and ways of working (known as Joining Forces).  It will lead to a better deal for businesses through an improved business support service in the region and seeks to ensure that publicly funded business support is coherent and helps to achieve increased economic success.

The Goal of the Framework

Recognising the importance of diversity in the South East economy, the goal of this business support framework is to increase GDP in the South East of England through sustainable business growth at a sub-regional level by encouraging increased take up of information, advice, guidance and training available to businesses from both the public and private sectors.  

A Better Deal for Business?

Customers say they want to have confidence that they are being listened to, that their needs are understood and that the solution will achieve the best outcome for the business. In short customers want the ‘journey‘ through the business support maze to be as seamless, effortless and effective as possible. These therefore become the key requirements of the business support framework. The Framework therefore aims to ensure that:-


· More businesses understand the benefits of using external business advice and have confidence in the support provided

· Businesses know where to go for business support

· Businesses can access services to meet their needs - easily and impartially

· Businesses get the most appropriate advice and support to meet their needs - from the organisation best placed to provide it

· Businesses receive consistently high quality service from all providers

· Improved intelligence about customer needs enables gaps in business and skills support to be accurately identified and filled

Recognising that the challenges facing businesses vary from the straightforward to the highly complex, the framework is based on three 'customer journeys':-

1. General enquiries which can be answered quickly and easily

2. Specific needs which can be met with 'off the shelf' solutions

3. Complex, in-depth needs which call for individually tailored support

What is going to happen?

Co-ordinated Marketing -  A review each of the services offered using public funding and ensure a more consistent approach to marketing is developed. This will enable co-ordinated regional marketing to consistently promote common message and save money. There will, however, be scope for local additions to a regionally consistent offer to be promoted.

Strengthen the ‘Front of House’ - ensure better co-ordination of business support so that businesses can access the right service at the right time. The current way of offering services causes confusion and, in the worst cases, duplication and overlap. Business Link will be the primary access point but, recognising that many businesses will continue to approach individual providers for help, the framework makes sure that there will be 'no wrong door'.

We will develop and consult on common customer service standards and referral protocols to ensure that businesses are directed quickly and impartially to the most appropriate source of help to meet their needs.

Integrate skills development with business development - Skills development is an essential part of business development. Competitive businesses need skilled people who are well led and managed. A new Skills Brokerage service will be integrated into the framework to ensure closer working and common approaches between providers of skills development and providers of business support.

Increase integration of in-depth and specialist support - There is an increasing range of specialist in-depth support for businesses such as innovation, international trade, access to finance, e-business, marketing and skills. These are available through a range of publicly and privately funded service providers.

Oxford Innovation (subject to negotiation) have been appointed to run the new Innovation Advisory Service. The Service will focus on brokering solutions between business and universities and R&D establishments. The Service will go live by January 2006 and will be accessible through BLOs.
The framework will ensure that such in-depth specialist support will be carefully targeted and will be preceded by a holistic diagnosis of the needs of the business

Objective business brokerage - For the framework to deliver, customers must have confidence that the business support organisation at the centre of the brokerage model is objective; capable of carrying out a robust and holistic analysis of their business needs; able to work up an action plan with the customer to address these needs and, with the in-depth knowledge of business support services available in the market place, to broker these in, as appropriate, in consultation with the customer.

Working with service providers and intermediaries

The framework will only really be achieved if all providers of business support commit to working together working together in a real partnership across the region and within the sub-regions. It is important that all partners enter into a dialogue with service providers and intermediaries to refine these building blocks in a way which will enable the framework to deliver.  

Annex 2
Joining Forces Progress Report

The Joining Forces Programme currently involves senior level people from the BLOs including representatives from SEEDA and the local LSCs working on nine Project Teams.  This collaborative approach has enabled the teams to critically evaluate each business and share best practice, leading to the development of improved offers and outcomes rather than simply the lowest common denominator.  The level of commitment and motivation is extremely high, evidenced by the significant progress made to date.  

· The key enabling projects are now well underway. A consistent Customer Segmentation system is being implemented in all BLOs who will soon be in a position to begin data capture.  A standardised customer journey has been defined and agreed and the diagnostic approach and service standards are under detailed investigation;

· The regional Marketing plan has been approved and an external agency has been appointed. A consistent “Understanding and Awareness” survey is about to be launched to provide a benchmark on which to measure the success of the new marketing campaign;

· A new cross regional resource has been established to collect research and data which will inform policy makers and service development.

· The Business Links and Finance South East are working together to agree a consistent high level finance service offer to growth companies;

· Local implementation plans for the new regional Skills Advice Service, as agreed by SEEDA, the BLOs and the LLSCs, are close to completion. However, progress is on hold pending the outcome of decisions by the LSC on tendering the skills brokerage element of the National Employment Training Programme;

· Four new service projects have been agreed (Women in Business, High Growth Business Coaching, Social Enterprise and SME Procurement);

· Joining Forces Programme communications are being co-ordinated and managed regionally.  This has resulted in the publishing of a shared Business Link Business Plan for 2005/06, regional Joining Forces workshops and regular information updates to stakeholders. 


· Capture of planned Efficiency Gains and Strategic Added Value on the Joining Forces projects and programme has commenced.

· The Skills Advice Service will be launched by the end of January 2006, manned by over 130 dedicated Skills Advisors. The service aims to meet the needs of over 4,000 employers in its first year.


