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“FILE ON 4” 

 

Transmission:  Tuesday 9th August 2011 

Repeat:  Sunday 14th August 2011 

 

Producer:  Ian Muir-Cochrane 

Reporter:  Gerry Northam 

Editor:  David Ross 

 

 

EXTRACT CABINET IN BRISTOL 

 

CAMERON: The idea of an Enterprise Zone is to say, come to this area that is run down and 

we will make sure your rates are low, your taxes are low, the bureaucracy’s low, we will help 

you with broadband, come and bring business, come and bring jobs, come and bring wealth, 

come and help transform an area for the better. That’s what Enterprise Zones are about and 

that’s why we are pioneering them across the country. 

 

NORTHAM: As the economy struggles to maintain a recovery, a centrepiece of government 

policy on economic development in England is taking shape. But critics complain that a shift 

in priorities has abandoned the regeneration of disadvantaged areas, as cities are left to 

compete against each other for the reward of an Enterprise Zone. 

 

COWGILL: Bradford has been on a downward spiral. It is a vast area that’s had massive 

underdevelopment for over a decade now, obviously very frustrating when you see your 

neighbours getting it. The Enterprise would definitely give it a big lift.  

 

NORTHAM: At the heart of the new approach is a network of Local Enterprise Partnerships. 
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NORTHAM CONT: They’ve replaced the Regional Development Agencies but without their 

powers or considerable finances. The process has been controversial, even the Business 

Secretary Vince Cable, is on record calling it chaotic and Maoist. Also gone is the publicly-

funded coaching service for start-up businesses. Instead, to the dismay of some observers, 

entrepreneurs can turn to a website and a call centre. 

 

WARD: Press one if you’re going broke this week, press two if you’re going broke the week 

after.  If you’re not going broke until the week after next, consider using our website instead. 

 

NORTHAM: So will the government’s approach deliver the economic boost England is 

waiting for? 

 

SIGNATURE TUNE 

 

ACTUALITY TRAIN STATION 

ANNOUNCER: Bristol Temple Meads this is Bristol Temple Meads, the train now 

standing… 

 

NORTHAM: As trains approach Brunel’s masterpiece – Bristol Temple Meads station – they 

pass through one of the most unsightly disused areas in the country. But not for much longer. 

Under government plans to stimulate local economies, a new Enterprise Zone is being 

created. It’s one of a network of 21. 

 

ACTUALITY WALKING  

 

NORTHAM: So this is a sight not for sore eyes this is grim stuff here and this security gate to 

stop us getting any further. 

 

SKELLETT:  This area has gradually deteriorated over many years and its part of an area that 

has been derelict and ripe for renovation for a long time  

 

NORTHAM: The West of England Local Enterprise Partnership centred in Bristol, is chaired 

by the man who runs Wessex Water, Colin Skellett. Work is underway to get his Enterprise 

Zone ready. 
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SKELLETT:  What we are actually looking at is the derelict Post Office sorting building. 

 

NORTHAM: A great concrete eyesore 6 stories high 

 

SKELLETT:  Yes, people have tried to regenerate it but it has come to nought. When you 

arrive in Bristol, the second most prosperous city in the country what you see is this derelict 

building, a whole area of dereliction. 

 

NORTHAM: This is going to be your Enterprise Zone, whats going to come here? 

 

SKELLETT:  The Enterprise Zone is going to focus on the creative industries, we have a 

very big and vibrant creative sector here, based partly around things like the BBC and of 

course Ardman’s are here. 

 

NORTHAM: Who do Wallace and Gromit 

 

SKELLETT:  Who do Wallace and Gromit indeed, and the creative sector wants to expand, 

so we have got an area here that is about 180 acres. 

 

NORTHAM: What incentives will you be able to offer businesses to move here? 

 

SKELLETT:  The main incentives for an Enterprise Zone are they can have up to 5 years rate 

free so up to about a quarter of a million pounds, of  rate free space. They get… 

 

CRASHING SOUND 

 

NORTHAM: Crashing as they demolish the site. 

 

SKELLET: Indeed, they get superfast broadband they get a much simplified approach to 

planning. They get to come to a place that is ready made for them. 

 

NORTHAM: In five years time what will this site look like? 
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SKELLET: You’ll come into an area that is starting to develop, we will have, probably by 

that time 40 or 50 new businesses on. We have a capability of about 250 new businesses, so 

the new businesses will be coming on stream. The creative sector here is saying we can create 

new jobs. 

 

NORTHAM: Colin Skellet’s hope is that this will prove attractive to companies far beyond 

the immediate area of Bristol. 

 

SKELLET: What we’re saying is, look, here is all this space where you can come and do 

business. So if you are in Germany, if you’re in France, you can come and do business here.  

 

NORTHAM: You are looking to attract people from outside the United Kingdom? 

 

SKELLET: Absolutely, what we don’t want is people just moving round the corner. 

 

NORTHAM: But there are fears that that is precisely what will happen. Just across the River 

Severn is one of Britain’s economic black spots in South Wales, where the Welsh 

government has no Enterprise Zones at present.  

 

ACTUALITY IN WAREHOUSE  

 

BALLARD:  Right, this is our make-up room which we are in the process of putting up some 

drapes… 

 

NORTHAM: It’s like a theatrical dressing room with mirrors with lights round them. 

 

BALLARD:  Absolutely, yeah because obviously we are working with fashion, models and 

things like this, that we have to have a facility where we can ensure that they look their best. 

 

NORTHAM: Kerry Ballard is a committed entrepreneur. She runs a creative business in 

Newport producing high-quality photography and video, for example, modelling clothes for 

online shoppers. It’s a rapidly-expanding field. 
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BALLARD:  Basically we have walked into the warehouse now, as you can see, we have got 

some studio equipment and we are getting a new track system, so we can do more location 

film work and so on for the dolly. This whole section of warehouse here, which is roughly, 

what, 12 metres by 10 metres, is going to be our new black out studio. We are actually 

building this as we speak. 

 

NORTHAM: Last year Kerry Ballard moved her business into secure premises, to protect the 

expensive equipment. She chose a former bullion warehouse in Newport. 

  

BALLARD:  We took the plunge to commit totally to a large commercial premises, we have 

got 6000 square feet of premises here now. In that first year we’ve had ups and downs with 

the cash flow, part of the difficulties that we faced were fundamentally because of the 

payment of rates which have been extortionate really for the first year. We were paying 

basically £1000 per month for the first 6 months or so. 

 

NORTHAM: And what impact did that have on your business? 

 

BALLARD:  I have held back from taking on staff because of that, because obviously it does 

impact on the cash flow and in the early days where we were still getting the building to the 

specification that we wanted, cash was haemorrhaging out of the business one way or another 

and the rates just added that extra burden to us. It was like a ball and chain round my leg and 

had that not been there, then I could have perhaps taken on extra staff almost immediately.  

 

NORTHAM: Had there been an Enterprise Zone in Bristol last year, when you were making 

a decision, would it have affected the way that you thought about where to position your 

business? 

 

BALLARD:  Yes definitely. It would have been a very strong factor in the company locating 

to Bristol. 

 

NORTHAM: So, if you had had the option of going to an Enterprise Zone with no business 

rates for 5 years, how attractive would that have looked? 

 

BALLARD:  It would have been a no brainer. I would have gone to Bristol. 
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NORTHAM: And if things continue to go well for her company, Kerry Ballard will need 

bigger premises in a few years’ time. She expects that Bristol will then look very attractive. 

But moving a company like hers, and taking further jobs away from South Wales, is not the 

purpose of Bristol’s Enterprise Zone. The problem for Colin Skellett, the Local Enterprise 

Partnership or L.E.P chairman, is that he will have no power to stop it happening. 

 

SKELLET: You can’t be totally prescriptive. We have good working relations with the 

neighbouring areas and we will do what we can to prevent that, we are not interested in 

bringing people round the corner; we are interested in bringing people in from outside the UK 

if possible... 

 

NORTHAM: So if you get applications from Newport of Cardiff, your not going to turn them 

down are you? 

 

SKELLET: We wont be able to do that, but the way we are going to organise this is to try and 

make sure we bring the creative businesses in from outside but also, people who are wanting 

to grow their creative businesses locally. 

 

NORTHAM: Enterprise Zones were tried before, under Margaret Thatcher, and while some 

like London Docklands brought life to depressed areas, others did merely shuffle existing 

jobs around. Professor David Bailey of Coventry Business School draws important lessons 

from this earlier policy. 

 

BAILEY: I’m pretty sceptical of what Enterprise Zones did in the 1980s.  An officially 

funded report that looked at them found that superficially they supported quite a lot of jobs 

and companies, when you stripped out the effects of companies moving actually they didn’t 

support that many jobs and they were quite expensive.  Some estimates suggest that back in 

the 80s working out something like £23/24,000 pounds per job in today’s money that could 

be as much as £50,000 per job created. 

 

NORTHAM: That sounds a lot? 
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BAILEY: It’s expensive. If you look at the raw figures, there were something like 4,300 

firms within the Enterprise Zones in the 1980s supporting X number of jobs possibly over 

60,000 jobs.  When you look at genuinely net new additional jobs, it could have been as low 

as say 13,000.  Now that works out much more expensive than you initially think and the 

reason for that is there was a big what the economists call ‘displacement effect’ whereby 

companies would move to qualify for the tax benefit in the Enterprise Zone and they would 

have created jobs anyway. 

 

NORTHAM: So these weren’t new jobs, these were jobs that would have been created 

anyway somewhere else but they’ve moved for the tax break? 

 

BAILEY: Basically there was the tax break to bribe companies to move to a particular place.  

Now that may have been good for the place that got that tax break and those jobs but not so 

good for other areas that lost them. 

 

NORTHAM: If the new Enterprise Zones do have the unintended consequence of attracting 

jobs away from areas which desperately need them, then it may not be only Wales that 

suffers. Two weeks ago, the Prime Minister talked of Enterprise Zones in ‘rundown areas’ 

but the government’s own guidance makes no mention of this as a requirement.  And File On 

4 has found that some Local Enterprise Partnerships have put up bids, which the government 

has approved, for an Enterprise Zone in an already prosperous area. 

 

ACTUALITY CABINET IN BRADFORD 

 

NORTHAM: In the summer of last year, members of the Cabinet travelled north for their first 

meeting outside Downing Street. They went to Bradford which comes under a Local 

Enterprise Partnership, covering much of Yorkshire and centred on the economically vibrant 

city of Leeds. When it came to choosing a site for the Enterprise Zone, Leeds submitted a bid 

based on three huge agricultural fields between an industrial estate and junction 45 of the M1. 

Bradford’s rival bid was for a city centre Zone to revive decaying buildings and its flagging 

economy. This summer, the Local Enterprise Partnership decided not to favour the 

regeneration proposal. The agricultural land to the east of wealthy Leeds was the lucky 

winner. Which left Bradford’s regeneration councillor, David Green, mystified. 
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GREEN: What we are looking at here, is the city park in Bradford, which is going to be a 

massive public open space with water features and the plan was demolish the remains of the 

old police station to use this public open space to boost property values to develop a business 

park round this area to boost the local economy but with the loss of the Enterprise Zone we 

are having to relook at how we can deliver it because clearly the financial support that we are 

able to offer to developers is not going to be there with the loss of the Enterprise Zone and 

the money and support that would have brought with it. 

 

NORTHAM: The cost to Bradford of losing the Enterprise Zone bid isn’t just in urban 

regeneration. It’s in much-needed jobs. 

 

COWGILL: We are in the Listerhills area of Bradford. The university decided to spend a 

huge amount of money on the redevelopment, £750million pound learning quarter. What we 

are going to see as we walk round here is the back end of the green which is the £150million 

pound student village. 

 

NORTHAM: I mean, it’s all these blocks here? 

 

COWGILL: Yeah, it is massive. 

 

NORTHAM: Just across the city centre, the university’s investment is almost complete. Mark 

Cowgill’s company is putting in the computer network. 

 

COWGILL: This is Campus House, it’s an old mill and this is where our IT suite is based, 

which is going to look after the IT for the whole of the project. So what we have in here, 

various bits of equipment that have just been installed now. 

 

NORTHAM: And the cabinets that you are going to put the computers in to 

 

 COWGILL: This will be the servers. It will be the main heart of the entire student village 

and also for hundreds of other businesses in Bradford as well. 
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NORTHAM: Mark Cowgill saw an Enterprise Zone in Bradford as an opportunity to expand 

his business. He calculated that the money he saved in rates would mean up to 10 new jobs 

within 18 months alone. 

When the bid failed those plans went back on hold. And Bradford’s economy lost out once 

again. 

 

COWGILL: Certainly in the last 10-15 years Bradford has been on a bit of a downward 

spiral. And the Enterprise would have definitely give it a big lift. 

 

NORTHAM: But you’ve got to manage without it. 

 

COWGILL: Yes, absolutely, which is obviously very frustrating when you see your 

neighbours, literally a couple of miles away who have already had, hundreds of millions, if 

not billions of pounds of government development and other development agencies. As a 

Bradford lad, which I am, not only am I a Bradford business owner, I am born and bred in the 

city and I see our neighbours getting it. It is a vast area that’s had massive underdevelopment 

for over a decade now. 

 

NORTHAM: But the Local Enterprise Partnership defends its decision. Its chairman is a 

Leeds-based property development lawyer, Neil McLean. He sees resentment over the 

decision to put the Enterprise Zone in Leeds as misplaced and based on a fundamental 

misunderstanding of government policy... where a shift of great importance has gone largely 

unnoticed. 

 

McLEAN: The very clear guidance in the Enterprise Zone prospectus said that it should be 

principally what they called a ‘clean site’ i.e. a site free of buildings or principally free of 

buildings. 

 

NORTHAM: It’s certainly that? 

 

McLEAN:  It’s certainly that and I think that goes to the ethos of the Enterprise Zone you’re 

talking about new business in growth areas.  We also did a very detailed econometric analysis 

of all of the short-listed bids and I think that the majority of board members took that analysis 

as the key issue and made their decision accordingly. 
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NORTHAM: Is there a shift of philosophy here, in that under regional development agencies 

a lot of money was spent to regenerate deprived and decaying areas, you seem to be saying 

that’s absolutely not the purpose of the Enterprise Zone now. The Enterprise Zone now is to 

develop as much economic growth as possible?  

 

McLEAN:  That is the very very clear direction on Enterprise Zones. 

 

NORTHAM: So it’s a big switch of Policy? 

 

McLEAN:  It is a big switch of policy, if you go back to the one absolute guideline it was 

clean sites; that’s not regeneration, it can facilitate broader regeneration but of itself it was 

not intended to be a vehicle for redeveloping areas in need of redevelopment. 

 

NORTHAM: The change in purpose underlying the new Enterprise Zones has only 

strengthened the criticism already made by the opposition in parliament - that the 

government’s approach risks favouring already affluent parts of the country at the expense of 

others which are struggling. Labour’s Shadow Business Secretary, John Denham, goes 

further, seeing the process of abolition of the Development Agencies as a sign that the 

coalition government has effectively given up on regional policy. 

  

DENHAM: It is quite clear that the government hasn’t really got a clue what it is doing. 

We’re seeing a badly-managed retreat from the sort of active intervention in developing 

regions and supporting business. Vince Cable himself described the process as chaotic and 

Maoist. So instead of reasonably well resourced regional development agencies that knew 

what they were meant to be doing, we’ve now got a mishmash of Local Enterprise 

Partnerships often, to be honest, with committed and enthusiastic local leadership, but no real  

resources to play with. It’s very difficult to see any coherence behind what the government is 

trying to achieve. 

 

NORTHAM: Do you detect a change that the government appears to be saying, not that 

Enterprise Zone money and Local Enterprise Partnership work should go into regenerating 

deprived areas, but that they should be backing the biggest economic growth areas? 
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DENHAM: It’s certainly clear that this government has turned its back on the whole idea of 

regeneration and preventing disconnected communities becoming further and further adrift. 

That’s simply been abandoned. 

 

NORTHAM: The Minister for Business and Enterprise is a Conservative, Mark Prisk. Does 

he accept that the government has switched emphasis in its new prescription for Enterprise 

Zones? 

 

PRISK: We wanted to look at the package as a whole. The Enterprise Zones is how do we 

help the growth actually accelerate in this country; we felt that was the key priority through 

these programmes. 

 

NORTHAM: So when the Prime Minister says that Enterprise Zones will be in run down 

areas, he’s not read your documents carefully enough, has he? 

 

PRISK: Well, I don’t accept that because what he is saying is, those areas that have struggled 

perhaps to be able to compete are able to be kick started by this process. 

 

NORTHAM: But regeneration is not a purpose of Enterprise Zones. 

 

PRISK: It is not a sole purpose, and one of the differences I think… 

 

NORTHAM: Well it’s not the purpose at all in the documents. 

 

PRISK: What we are trying to do with all of our programmes is not be unduly prescriptive 

about where they should be, and if we had been, then they wouldn’t have been able to choose 

the boundaries, so of course there will be some areas that will be renewed, will be 

regenerated, but we haven’t tried to narrow it in that way.  

 

NORTHAM: John Denham says that this means the government has effectively turned its 

back on regeneration policy. 

 

PRISK: I think that’s nonsense. 
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NORTHAM: Nonsense? 

 

PRISK: Yes I do. 

 

NORTHAM: Well if the Enterprise Zones are not being used to regenerate and that’s not part 

of the policy, why is he talking nonsense? 

 

PRISK: It’s nonsense because the Enterprise Zones are seeking to ensure that they help those 

areas grow, its part of a broader picture.  

 

NORTHAM: Just over half the L.E.Ps will have Enterprise Zones. The rest will have to rely 

on the ingenuity of the L.E.Ps themselves to stimulate economic growth. And in abolishing 

Regional Development Agencies, the government’s intention is not simply to replace one set 

of well-resourced quangos with another. Professor Michael Parkinson of John Moores 

University in Liverpool is closely listened to in Westminster and advises Local Enterprise 

Partnerships. He sees a clear distinction between them and the Regional Development 

Agencies they have replaced. 

 

PARKINSON: It is an entirely different philosophy, an entirely different view of the problem 

and an entirely different view of the solution. R.D.As although they had a private sector 

dimension, had a very heavy public sector component.  Local Enterprise Partnerships as the 

name implies are much more meant to be responding to the needs, aspirations, wishes of the 

private sector. 

 

NORTHAM: The government says they are supposed to be business led. 

 

PARKINSON: Business led means the Chair should be a business person.  It probably should 

be a majority of the board members from the private sector. But also in all of them, there will 

be a substantial public sector presence and in particular they’ll be a significant local authority 

presence because frankly the evidence is that any initiative in this country in the last 30yrs, if 

the local authority presence isn’t constructive, helpful and efficient the prospect of a initiative 

working are much reduced. 
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TOWE: These production lines are producing anything needs linear metal with holes in it the 

window market has a steel core for all of its UPVC products. 

 

NORTHAM: And also if I go to the supermarket the shelves are held by metal made here. 

 

TOWE: Absolutely, so the uprights that actually take the brackets which hold the shelves are 

made here in Smethwick  

 

NORTHAM: In his rolled metal factory in the West Midlands, Stuart Towe leads a business 

which is booming again after the recession. And when he isn’t running his company, Mr 

Towe finds time to chair the Local Enterprise Partnership for the Black Country. He had 

worked closely with its predecessors – the well-funded Regional Development Agency and 

the government office for the West Midlands. Now they are both going. 

 

TOWE: There is a void, which I think Government anticipates that the L.E.Ps will fill. IE 

they are to be a focus for how barriers to growth can be removed to encourage business and 

particularly manufacturing in this area to be promoted, so that working with local authority 

partners the very best can be obtained for the region. 

 

NORTHAM: As chairman of this new body, are you convinced you can make it more than a 

talking shop? 

 

TOWE: I think the opportunities that we are currently getting to speak directly to Secretaries 

of State and other senior ministers in the government certainly means that government is 

listening 

 

NORTHAM: Are you used to that sort of attention from government? 

 

TOWE: Absolutely not, I think this is, for this area unprecedented to have that level of 

interest from ministers. 

 

NORTHAM: Are you an optimist about this? 
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TOWE: At the moment with virtually no budget and virtually no business plan as such, you 

have to be an optimist. And yes, I am a glass half full rather than a glass half empty person, 

however… 

 

NORTHAM: But I think your fingers are almost crossed? 

 

TOWE: I think they have to be crossed because it’s very early days. We are seeing 

government listening what will happen, hopefully over the next 6 – 12 months is that you will 

see government acting as a result of that listening.  

 

NORTHAM: Currently, others too see significant weaknesses in the plan for Local Enterprise 

Partnerships. Michael Ward, for example, who used to run the Development Agency in 

London, argues that they lack much-needed influence and effectiveness. 

 

WARD: They are voluntary combinations of public and private sectors for self selected areas; 

they have no statutory existence, no legal personality which would enable them to enter into 

contractual arrangements, no access to funds whether to invest in projects or for their own 

running costs and tremendous uncertainty, so they are pretty weak vessels.  And my hunch is 

that if the next couple of years are a bit difficult economically any government would need 

some capacity on the ground to be able to deliver things.  

 

NORTHAM: You make them sound like gardening societies? 

 

WARD: Well gardening societies do some very practical things, they run allotments they 

lend tools, they have banks of seeds and so on but at least they have some resources.  I think 

Local Enterprise Partnerships could look with envy at gardening societies which are models 

of civic engagement compared with what we’re likely to see. 

 

NORTHAM: Having talked to Heads of L.E.Ps, the government is considering what extra 

powers and resources it should give them. Alongside the policy of Local Enterprise 

Partnerships and Enterprise Zones, the government has set up a Regional Growth Fund. It’s 

supposed to support projects that bring private sector investment for economic growth, and it 

aims particularly to help areas currently dependent on the public sector. It was launched 

during the Cabinet’s visit to Bradford last year.  
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EXTRACT CABINET IN BRISTOL 

 

CAMERON: As important as the budget announcements were about sorting out the black 

hole in our finances, it’s just as important that we set out a positive vision, for growth that is 

spread right across the country. 

 

NORTHAM: But Bradford also failed in its bid for the first round of grants from the Fund. 

It’s now applying in the second round. Nationally, critics view the Fund as inadequate to the 

task of helping communities move away from dependence on public sector jobs. Professor 

David Bailey of Coventry Business School is beginning to wonder if it too is now mainly 

focused on economic success.  

 

BAILEY: Regional Growth Fund is a pot of money which is now administered centrally, it’s 

about 1.3 billion over 3yrs and that basically that’s available to private sector led bids that 

will create jobs and help in terms of economic development.  That 1.3 billion sounds a lot but 

it’s actually what the R.D.A’s the ‘Regional Development Agencies’ had each year.  This 

time it’s over 3yrs, so it’s a big cut in funding for regional development. 

 

NORTHAM: Is the regional growth fund supposed to give money to projects that regenerate 

deprived areas or is the aim solely to encourage economic growth? 

 

BAILEY: The way it was initially sold the Regional Growth Fund was to help in terms of 

regional development and rebalancing the economy including helping disadvantage parts of 

the country giving them a leg up!  In practice as it’s moved on, the government has put more 

and more emphasis on growth and the creation of jobs.  

 

NORTHAM: The creation of jobs depends on the growth of existing companies and 

especially on new Small and Medium Enterprises, S.M.Es, starting up. Here too, the 

government’s policy is challenged by critics who argue that the flames of the Bonfire of the 

Quangos consumed the very organisation that helped make this happen. 

 

ACTUALITY IN SHOP 

 



-  16 - 

BARNSHAW: How has it been going with marketing?   

 

PICKERING: It’s going quiet well actually 

 

BARNSHAW: Great, just need to make sure that every time you get a customer, ask them 

how they have heard about you then you know what is working, what’s not working. Maybe 

get in touch with the local magazine… 

 

NORTHAM: Two months ago Lizzie Pickering gave up working for her parents’ catering 

company and opened her own business, a vintage home ware shop in the village of Shifnal in 

Shropshire. It was quite a step and she was coached throughout by a government-funded 

business adviser Karen Barnshaw. Lizzie could draw on Karen’s long experience running her 

own businesses. 

 

PICKERING: I’ve had a lot of advice a lot of support off Karen. She has been really helpful 

with finances, telling me how to initially get myself registered, tax, national insurance, 

writing a business plan. 

 

NORTHAM: What did you find most useful about your contacts with her? 

 

PICKERING: Probably the finances 

 

NORTHAM: Where did you get money from? 

 

PICKERING:  I had money saved and I also had help from my parents. So I didn’t need a 

business loan which meant that I hadn’t done a business plan, so that was… 

 

NORTHAM: You mean you would have had to do one for the bank? 

 

PICKERING: Yes, I would yes.  

 

NORTHAM: But you didn’t. 

 

PICKERING: No I didn’t. 
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NORTHAM: Did you know what a business plan was? 

 

PICKERING: Not really, I had a vague idea. Karen advised that I should do one to help with 

budgeting. She sent me quite a few emails with spreadsheets and things on and told me how 

to lay it out and exactly what I should include, the rent, rates, bills, everything. 

 

NORTHAM: If you hadn’t had this kind of advice, how would you now stand? 

 

PICKERING: I would really be struggling with my budget, with my finances. I wouldn’t 

know as much about tax, national insurance. I wouldn’t have had help with marketing with 

PR. I would not be in the position I am now if I hadn’t had the help. 

 

NORTHAM: Lizzie Pickering’s advisor was paid by a body called Business Link, with 

offices up and down England and 1500 advisors offering free guidance to new entrepreneurs. 

But the crucial word is ‘was’. 

 

ACTUALITY IN CORRIDOR  

 

WHITELEY:  So you will see here we’ve got about a dozen meeting rooms, different sizes, 

these used to be full, from morning til night with advisors undertaking client meetings, 

training going on, different partnership meetings and empty, empty, empty, every room is 

empty. 

 

NORTHAM: The nearby West Midlands branch of Business Link, like all the rest, will close 

on 25th November. Already it is little more than a shell. 

How many staff where there in this building? 

  

WHITELEY: Over 300 at its height. 

 

NORTHAM: And now? 

 

WHITELEY: 59. 
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NORTHAM: What would have happened here? 

 

WHITELEY: Usually a small client meeting, maybe an adviser 

 

NORTHAM: Someone setting up a business? Come to meet their advisor here. 

 

WHITELEY: Absolutely, yes indeed, yes. 

  

NORTHAM: Dawn Whiteley is the Chief Executive of the National Enterprise Network, 

representing organisations which worked for Business Link. It’s fair to say that nationally 

Business Link enjoyed a mixed reputation. But with the withdrawal of payments via the 

Regional Development Agencies, after November there will be no government-funded face-

to-face coaching. 

 

WHITELEY: Lots of people have been able to access support at a local level for the help  

they need to start their own business. And they key thing is that, the whole of that support, is 

going to fall off a cliff because it is not going to be there after the end of November. 

 

NORTHAM:  They will be able to use a website which will be enhanced for the purpose, 

they will have a call centre they can turn to, they’re not going to be left on their own. 

 

WHITELEY: The Business Link website is very very good and we’ve always recommend 

people use it because of that. The concern we have it, is that using a website is great if you 

know what it is you are looking for. Now, many of our clients have never had any exposure 

to setting up and running their own business before, so actually, if you can’t navigate your 

way through it to find the answers to the questions you need, because you don’t know what 

questions to ask, then actually, its probably not that helpful and so having had somebody to 

sit at the side of you and maybe help navigate you through that we think is the thing that will 

be lacking. The only way you can properly give the skill and experience, is if you have 

experienced it yourself. And that’s why they are best able to support the clients. 

 

NORTHAM: Last month the government announced a voluntary mentoring scheme agreed 

with the British Bankers’ Association. Hundreds of bank staff have been recruited to advise 

new businesses and the government aims for an eventual total of 10,000 advisers. So was the 
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government wise to abolish Business Link coaching? A question for the Business Minister 

Mark Prisk. 

 

PRISK: The online offer, which is what most modern businesses want were actually investing 

more in strengthening that service, so that it is actually a better service, but the face to face 

advice, when I talked S.M.E’s and I used to run my own business, their view was, that 

actually, the world has moved on. The range of providers is much greater than it was when 

business link started and also, many of them said to us, look whilst there are good individuals 

there the reality is that what we really want is advice from experienced business people and 

not from publicly paid civil servants. 

 

NORTHAM: Well they weren’t civil servants, the people we have been talking to were 

people who were trainers who had run their own businesses 

 

PRISK: Some were, but I think if you look at that point which is the usage of the facilities 

and indeed the value placed on it by S.M.E’s in the end, they take the view that actually this 

is not something that they regard as being crucial, after all, 80% of S.M.E’s haven’t use the 

face to face advice service at all.  

 

NORTHAM: Are bankers really the best people to have as voluntary mentors for people 

starting up their own businesses? 

 

PRISK: Well the banker’s role in the mentoring website, they’ll provide a thousand financial 

advisors as part of the ten thousand we are starting with, and they do have a role to play, but 

you are right to say that we don’t want to overly rely on one group and that’s why we have 

gone out to all the business organisations and companies to try to develop the mentoring 

network and we’ll look to build that up over the coming 12 months. 

 

NORTHAM: The criticism of the government’s Local Enterprise Partnerships echoes the 

complaint about Business Link. It is that the coalition has abolished a flawed but functioning 

system and replaced it with an untested and underfunded alternative. Insiders expect that in 

some places little, if anything will be achieved. Neil McLean, for example, who chairs the 

L.E.P, or LEP centre in Leeds, sees the likelihood of failure in parts of the country. 
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McLEAN: I think there is a risk that LEP’S could fizzle out partly because the private sector 

could just loose interest.  I think there is a risk that if they do not get an adequate level and 

I’m not talking about the sort of RDA levels, but an adequate level of sources of funding with 

adequate powers then there is a risk they simply will not deliver.  Every LEP is different, 

every LEP is having a different structure; it’s having different priorities, it’s taking a different 

view on what it realistically can deliver.  And in the real world you will always get some 

enterprises that fail, some that succeed fantastically and some that are doing okay and I would 

be very surprised if that is not the picture we have for LEP’S looking back in a few years 

time. 

 

NORTHAM: You’re sitting here as the chairman of the largest local enterprise partnership 

outside London and you’re telling me that you think that the policy as it exists may fail in 

some areas simply for lack of finance and powers? 

 

McLEAN: There is a risk; there is a clear risk of that. 

 

NORTHAM: So how does the Business Minister Mark Prisk respond to the concerns of 

L.E.P heads like Neil McLean? 

 

PRISK: LEPs are not meant to be small R.D.A’s we are not trying to match or replicate the 

funding of R.D.A’s, what we are trying to do is a different model whereby you have a 

partnership that relates to a geographical area that really matters, rather than the old R.D.A 

boundaries and also make sure that actually they are able to strip away the barriers to growth 

and I’ve found some very positive ideas, in the midlands, the south west, north west, north 

east about how they are going to do that.  

 

NORTHAM: One chair of a very large L.E.P, the one based in Leeds, has said to us that he 

expects that some of the Local Enterprise Partnerships are going to fizzle out, for lack of 

business interest. 
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PRISK: Well the point about these is not to try to create something in Whitehall, and what we 

have taken the view is that actually of the 37, 38 that are actually already been formed the 

encouraging sign is that they have done that very quickly, yes there has been some 

squabbling in some parts of the country, that happens, but actually I’m a little bit more 

confident that perhaps Mr. McLean is in terms of the way in which the L.E.Ps will develop. 

 

NORTHAM: Experts we’ve spoken to say they expect the government’s development policy 

to succeed in a number of places, mainly areas which look promising for growth because they 

are already doing well. The problem for the government is that, if its critics are proved right, 

then other much more needy areas may lose out in the search for economic revival. 

 

CLOSING SIG 


