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Realising the potential of women’s enterprise:
a strategy for the South East (DRAFT)
What is this document about?

Helping more women to start and grow successful businesses is a major priority for SEEDA and its partners. In this document we explain why women’s enterprise is so important, what we are doing about it and what more we plan to do in the future. 
Why is women’s enterprise important?

Women are massively under-represented in UK enterprise. Here in the South East women make up 52% of the adult population and 46% of the working population. However, only 27% of the self-employed and only about 15% of business owners are women.

This means that there are many women who are missing out on the financial and social benefits that come from running their own business but it also means a lost opportunity for our economy. The evidence from around the world is clear: regions with high levels of enterprise also have the highest levels of productivity and wealth generation. We need a lot more entrepreneurs in the South East and women have the greatest untapped potential. 
Women’s enterprise is therefore not a marginal issue but an economic imperative.
Key facts:
Policy makers in the USA recognised the potential of women’s enterprise nearly 20 years ago and the subsequent priority given to it has produced enormous returns. For example, between 1997 and 2004 the number of women majority-owned firms grew by 23% compared with only 9% of general start-ups; employment in these firms increased by 39% and revenues grew by 46% compared with 12% and 34% amongst the general business population.
Today, whilst the UK has about the same number of male-owned businesses per head of population as the USA, it has only about half the number of female-owned enterprises. So our lower rate of female entrepreneurship accounts almost entirely for the total enterprise gap with the USA.
The big challenges
In its Strategic Framework for Women’s Enterprise, the Department of Trade and Industry (DTI) identified four big challenges which have to be tackled if we are to unleash the potential of women entrepreneurs. These are:

· Providing much more women-friendly business support 
· Making it easier for women to get the money they need to start and grow businesses
· Providing flexible and affordable childcare for women entrepreneurs
· Tackling the barriers women face moving from benefits to self-employment

The DTI is leading the response to these issues where a national approach is required. However, there is also much work that needs to be done at a local and regional level. That’s why the DTI has asked SEEDA and the other regional development agencies to produce a women’s enterprise strategy and action plan for their regions.
What are we doing in the South East?
Since the DTI published its Strategic Framework all sorts of people and organisations have come forward to help tackle these big challenges. We’ve been hugely encouraged by the genuine enthusiasm and understanding of the potential for women’s enterprise amongst public, private and voluntary organisations from all over the region.  
Some of the highlights of the last 18 months include:
· Formation of the South East Women’s Enterprise Steering Group to champion the issues and develop a strategy for the region. 

· Appointment of a full-time Women’s Enterprise Coordinator for the South East.
· A major event for all stakeholders to bring together all those interested in supporting women’s enterprise.

· The launch of a quarterly electronic newsletter for stakeholders wanting to stay in touch with developments.
· Dozens of local events and programmes run by a range of public and private sector organisations, specifically aimed at women interested in starting or growing a business. 
· A visit from the government’s lead minister for Women & Equality providing an opportunity for women entrepreneurs to talk directly to government about the issues that affect their business. 
· A women’s business support directory to help women find business support organisations that understand their specific needs.
· An inspiring booklet featuring successful role models - women entrepreneurs from all walks of life who are happy to share their stories.

· A delegation to the USA, as part of a Prowess-led study, to learn as much as we can about how to unleash the potential of women’s enterprise. (Prowess is a network of organisations and individuals who support the growth of women's business ownership in the UK.)
Where do we hope to get to?

This is just the beginning. SEEDA and its partners have big plans for women’s enterprise

Our 2020 Vision

Within 15 years we believe that:

· The South East will be the best place in the UK for women to start and grow a business. 

· Women from all walks of life will think of running their own business as a realistic alternative to employment or benefits.
· The lives of individual women, their families and communities in the most disadvantaged parts of the region will have been transformed by the opportunities which running their own business has opened up.

· The growth in women’s enterprise will have made a significant contribution to closing the region’s productivity gap with its major competitors.
Our goal for 2010

We believe there are about 50,000 businesses in the South East owned by women. Within 5 years we hope to see that number grow by 10,000.
What are we planning to do?

The South East Women’s Enterprise Steering Group has identified 6 strategies for achieving this goal. These are:
1. Make women-friendly business support available to every woman in the region regardless of where she lives or what background she comes from.
2. Make it easier for women entrepreneurs to access the money and the markets they need to start and grow their businesses.
3. Overcome disincentives for women to move from benefits into self-employment.
4. Improve the provision of flexible child care facilities for women entrepreneurs.
5. Raise the profile and importance of women’s enterprise in this region.
6. Connect members of the women’s enterprise community with one another and with public policy makers.

Some examples of what these strategies mean in practice?

On business support….
We will encourage all publicly-funded business support providers – organisations such as the Business Link Operators, Enterprise Agencies, Enterprise Gateways and Enterprise Hubs - to work together to make their services even more accessible and relevant to women. That might mean simply making small changes to the way programmes are promoted or run or tackling more fundamental cultural issues in their organisations.  They will all be supported to work towards the Prowess Flagship standards within 5 years. 

These organisations will be encouraged to work with specialist providers that can help them to address gaps in their offering or reach new markets. Organisations such as women’s networks, community groups, private sector consultancies and social enterprises have a valuable role to play. 

On access to finance and markets…

We will support the development of financial products for women who have difficulty accessing conventional sources of money because of where they live or because of their economic status. This will include microcredit programmes and Community Development Finance Institutions.

Business support providers will be encouraged to develop programmes to help women understand what sources of finance are open to them and what they need to do to maximize their chances of getting some of that money.

We will work with senior regional managers in the high street banks to overcome some of the barriers women tell us they face when they approach a bank for business finance.

For those women with high growth ambitions we will provide specialist support to help them prepare their pitch to potential equity investors and other sophisticated sources of funding.

We will talk to big companies and the public sector about ways in which they can help more women entrepreneurs win contracts from them.

On making the transition from benefits to self-employment…
We will talk to women who are finding this transition difficult. We will bring all the key players together including Job Centre Plus, the Inland Revenue, Citizens’s Advice Bureaux and business support agencies to get to the bottom of the problem and devise practical and innovation solutions to tackle it. Some of these solutions may require action from central government. If so, we will lobby hard for change.
On improving the provision of childcare…

Business support providers will get to know the childcare providers in their area and make arrangements with them to provide affordable facilities to women taking advantage of business support programmes particularly in the pre-start up phase.

We will encourage business support providers to work with their Local Authorities (who have a remit to improve the provision of childcare generally) to provide specialist business advice and training for individuals and social enterprises interested in setting up childcare businesses and make them aware of the opportunities and the grant funding available.

We will talk to women on the ground about the problems they are facing and use this evidence to lobby national government for better provision.
On raising the profile …

We will invest in an intensive public relations programme to promote positive role models, raise awareness of the economic benefits of women’s enterprise and to generate widespread debate about the barriers to progress.

We will develop a regional web portal, continue to develop the e-newsletter and produce inspiring publications about real women’s achievements. 

On connecting the community and influencing policy makers…

The Stakeholder Forum, first held in November 2004 and scheduled to be repeated again in November 2005, will become an annual event and an opportunity for women in business, and their supporters, to celebrate success, influence decision makers and win new business!

We will train women that want to become advocates for women’s enterprise and help them get onto powerful committees, speak in the media and meet influential people.

Women entrepreneurs from all backgrounds will have the opportunity to regularly have their voice heard when we introduce a structured approach to consulting women on major policy issues such as childcare, benefits and finance.

Local champions will be nominated to help improve the coordination of support for women’s enterprise on the ground. 

What happens next?
The Women’s Enterprise Steering Group is setting up 4 Action Teams to implement these strategies. These groups will do the detailed groundwork and will be made up of hands-on people from the public, private and voluntary sectors who have an interest and expertise in these areas and like to get things done. Their job will be to make things happen and report back to the Steering Group on progress. The Steering Group will continue to set the strategic direction and keep everyone’s eye on the main goal.

The 4 Action Teams are:
1. Business support 

2. Access to finance and markets

3. Childcare and benefits

4. Communication and coordination

If you think you have something to contribute, please contact Irene Goh, SE Regional Women's Enterprise Coordinator:
SEEDA Headquarters, Cross Lanes, Guildford GU1 1YA

Tel (Mobile)  07748 115415

Email:   irenegoh@seeda.co.uk
The consultation process will last until 30th November 2005.
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