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External Funding Project Proposal

	Project Title:  Business Engagement for Success


*
	Project Sponsor
	North West Devon Workforce Development Action Group

	Project Manager
	Robin Makeig Jones, North Devon Plus

	Funding programme
	PSfD Reward Money and Northern Devon Leader 4

	Deadline for submission of application/bid
	23rd October 2009

	Duration of project
	Three years

	Revenue/Capital
	Revenue

	Accountable Body/Partner
	Lead body: North Devon Plus

	Version: Draft/Final
	Final

	Date:
	23.10.2009


1. Background
	The project has arisen from the work of the local Workforce Development Action Group and Business Engagement Network; Membership includes providers from statutory, private and voluntary sectors, local authorities, Jobcentre Plus, Learning and Skills Council, Business Link, Connexions and Nextstep.

In addition there has been discussion with the Federation of Small Businesses confirming the need for this sort of intervention.

Feedback from employers involved in recent local projects (Skillstarters and Graduate Skills for Torridge) has confirmed the need for and value of a pro-active “warm-bodied” approach to engaging small businesses.

North Devon + has been asked to host the project as a local, impartial delivery agency. The project builds upon recent experience of engaging micro-businesses in rural Northern Devon in activities to increase their skills and productivity. The economic downturn makes this work particularly timely and important to help businesses survive and plan for future growth. For the first time, however, a comprehensive approach is being applied to the process of business engagement. In effect the project will challenge businesses to raise their aspirations and help businesses to achieve them.

50% contribution is sought from Productive Skills for Devon from LPSA2 reward money. 50% is being sought from the Northern Devon Leader 4 Local Action Group.



Briefly explains the context of the project and why it is needed and where the idea for the project initiated from. .Including the proposed source(s) of external funding.

2. Project Objectives
	The project serves PSfD investment priorities 3, “Backing Young Devon”, 5, “Growing Productive Skills” and 6, “New Skills for Devon.

To stimulate growth in micro businesses 

To increase workforce skills levels (through upskilling, effective recruitment, professional advice etc.)
To improve the impact and effectiveness of business engagement in North Devon and Torridge
See also below on measureable outcomes.


Outlines the objectives of the project. What is the project intended to achieve?

3. Scope of the Project
	As set out in section 6 below, the area lags significantly behind other priority areas such as Cornwall in the take-up of business and training support. This project responds to this issue and, in particular, will target hard-to-reach businesses which do not normally come forward and are beyond the Business Link sphere of influence by trying innovative and pro-active ways of engaging with them.
 The key element of the project is to increase the human resource pro-actively engaged in working in a transparent and totally impartial way with businesses to identify their needs and find appropriate solutions, recognising that traditional, passive methods of engagement do not work with a significant number of small businesses. 

The funding will be used to employ outreach business engagement officers, with appropriate clerical and call-centre backup, to engage businesses, particularly rural micro-businesses not currently involved in learning or business development activities. Engagement will be by local networking, word of mouth, referrals by partners and professional advisers, supported by local advertising, mailshots and telephone contact using existing databases and organisations e.g. FSB, District Councils, North Devon Plus, Devon Renaissance. The project workers will work closely with existing practitioners, notably Business Link and North Devon College and support introductions to the BL IDB model to access mainstream provision wherever possible. 
It is intended that, in consultation with local council economic development officers and partners, areas such as developing industrial estates will be targeted for coordinated action to identify needs and solutions.

Based on needs project officers will help businesses develop their business model, business plan and training needs analysis. A minimum of a half-day’s support will be provided, more if needed. Appropriate referrals will be made to organisations or agencies. Where appropriate businesses will be encouraged to use professional advisers and businesses will be helped to apply for funding where available e.g. the Leader 4 Business Growth Small Grant Scheme. 

The advice and referrals process will support work to simplify the proliferation of products and services on offer to businesses. It is underpinned by existing groups, the Business Engagement Network and Workforce Development Action Group whose membership includes key providers such as Business Link, JobcentrePlus, Learning Providers, Local Authorities, Devon Skills for Life, Connexions, Community Council of Devon (for women’s enterprise support), Connexions and Nextstep.

Existing partnership and client arrangements will be respected. An open, business-led process will be used in selection where there is more than one provider offering the required provision. 
Referrals will be monitored and followed-up to measure impact and encourage progression to further learning and support.

Although the project is based on practical experience of working with small businesses in Torridge, it is new in fundamental ways.

Existing business engagement activities are product/provider-led. This project will provide a new independent and transparent advice service to businesses. It will help to join up existing business engagement activity and bring together key providers such as Business Link and Petroc.

It represents a significant increase in brokerage activity in Northern Devon and fills a current gap in pre-gateway, pro-active business engagement. 

It targets rural and hard-to-reach businesses.

The project is a timely innovation in helping businesses through recession and towards sustained growth.

It provides a new local service, based on local knowledge, working closely with local partners and with local control and accountability.

The project will help businesses overcome both real and perceived barriers to action, enable more businesses to benefit from services available and influence the shape of these in response to business need.  

Additional resources are being sought from productive Skills for Devon and others to offer innovative or proven solutions to micro-businesses where needs cannot be met from existing funding streams.



Identifies what is likely to be included in project, and areas not covered by the project. Which areas of work/activities will be included? Links with other projects?
4. Expected Outputs 
	The project will provide the following measurable outcomes for businesses, individuals and future provision:

500  Businesses helped directly by project staff, including

350  Businesses referred to appropriate gateways/agencies/providers and/or

300  Businesses given specialist advice as a result of referral.

800  Individuals trained as a result of referral. (Although most beneficiaries are expected to be current adult employees, young people and others not in work may benefit through the promotion of apprenticeships and worklessness initiatives such as the Future Jobs Fund.)

3 geographically targeted, coordinated campaigns.

Action research: data on needs and availability of appropriate local services compiled and available to support future interventions.

Client database.

Evaluations of the impact on businesses helped.


This section should describe the main outputs of the project. These are normally described as actual products delivered such as a Report or a policy or an event.   
5. Constraints
	As this project extends beyond the period offered for the PSfD reward money we would seek to “end-load” Leader 4 support. 



This section identifies any constraints on the project. This may include time, resources, budget, national standards that need to be adhered to and any legal requirements.
6. Business Case
	6.1  Strategic alignment

Torridge is an underperforming economy, near the bottom of local authorities for gross full-time pay, with productivity declining from an already very low level over the last 15 years and with the weakest skills base in the county at the higher skilled levels of apprenticeships, level 3 and level 4. (State of the Devon Economy October 2007). North Devon is statistically more successful, but if Barnstaple is excluded the rest of the district is very much like Torridge.

The Leitch Report and National Skills Strategy have highlighted a lack of skills as constraining business growth and innovation, and as a key issue in areas of poor productivity. 

A precondition of getting more businesses, especially micro-businesses and sole traders to improve their skills is to engage with them. Data from Business Link (first quarter 2009) indicates that take-up of services in North Devon and Torridge is significantly lower than in Cornwall (for business start-ups supported 0.42% and 0.47% of total VAT registered businesses compared with 2.96% in Cornwall; for Train to Gain support the figures are 0.93%, 0.76% and 3.47%. Greater resource and intensity of action is needed to close the gap.




	There has to be a more pro-active approach to engage harder-to reach/rural micro-businesses. Devon Renaissance Business Surveys show that a significant minority of businesses are aware of skills shortages but have no firm plans to do anything about them; this especially relates to ICT skills shortages (2009 Survey Executive Summary 1.5 and 1.14).

The draft Business Support Strategy for North Devon and Torridge identifies the need for increased and more “joined-up” business engagement activity. The project will also provide additional detailed information on local business needs.

The project supports the Northern Devon Joint Sustainable Community Strategy 2008-2013. Theme 3 “A growing Economy” talks about raising aspirations to develop the economy and Priority Action 12 is about increasing business productivity. To ensure a high profile for sustainability, all businesses engaged will be encouraged to review their environmental performance and energy usage. Officers will follow-up to establish what has happened, the benefits to the business and refer on again for further action/support. (RE4D, Envision, DEBI, Carbon Trust etc.)

The project seeks to redress the inequalities in access to and participation in skills and business development support by small and micro-businesses, often single-person businesses, in rural areas. The ultimate objectives are to raise skills, productivity and incomes in North Devon and Torridge.

This is a collaborative project and will help to build stronger links to ensure that the work continues after the project ends, through the Workforce Development Action Group and Business Engagement Network. The project will leave a positive legacy in the new businesses engaged, networks mapped and engaged, information gained on needs and good practice in referral processes. A three-year project is longer than most, giving a reasonable period both to make an impact and measure the benefits.

The project does not displace any existing mainstream or project activity and there is no mainstream funding for this type of service. It is hoped that as a piece of action research the project will provide convincing evidence of the need for such arrangements to be mainstreamed in rural areas with a high proportion of micro-businesses.


	6.2 Options available to deliver the project

The main options relate to the leadership of the project. North Devon + has been chosen because of its capacity to act as honest broker between existing key players (notably Business Link and Petroc),  its local accountability and positioning within the private sector. The alternative approaches of media advertising, sectoral targeting* or delivery through existing providers are regarded as less likely to engage or increase fragmentation and confusion. (* Where sectoral initiatives take place, as in planned for the land-based sector around Holsworthy, this project would seek to liaise and support with meeting needs which are not sector-specific. 


	6.3 Benefits to be achieved with each option

Other than immediate institutional benefits there are no benefits to local businesses, collaborative good practice or project impact from placing the project under Business Link or Petroc. To do so would exacerbate the lack of transparency the project is partly designed to overcome.


	6.4 Costs of the project

2 x salaries for 30-36 months @ £26K p.a. inc on-costs

     £136,000

Management contribution

       £10,000

Part-time administrative support

       £25,000

Travel

       £18,000

Marketing/publicity

         £8,500

Audit/evaluation

         £2,500

Total Revenue

     £200,000 

50% contribution is sought from Productive Skills for Devon from LPSA2 reward money. 50% is being sought from the Northern Devon Leader 4 Local Action Group. It is hoped that the funding can be managed to run the project over three years.
Additionally, local authorities are expected to make cost-saving contributions in kind including access to facilities, a base for outreach workers and hot-desking workspaces.

It has been assumed that PSfD will require relatively “light touch” reporting on outputs; should this not be the case an additional £5000 administration costs would need to be saved from the salaries line by further delaying recruitment of the second project worker – see milestones below.



	6.5 Achievability
Explanation of why the project is needed is covered above in sections 1, 3 and 6. The benefits are covered in the outputs and objectives sections. Recruitment of staff is identified below as a key risk or success factor.  Whilst not underestimating the care needed over this, experience with the Graduate Skills and Skillstarters projects for Torridge has been that people with the appropriate skills, knowledge and personality can be recruited.


Outlines the reasons why the project is needed and how it fits with Devon County Council’s priorities and strategies. The business case must also include a high-level cost-benefit analysis. What will it cost to set up and run the project? What are the financial benefits? What are the non-financial benefits? (These should be measurable). It should also identify different options for undertaking the project and meeting the business need, identifying a preferred option. The business case should consider the affordability of the project. Is a budget in place? Will it be available for the duration of the project? 
7.  Critical Success Factors
	Most critical are the attributes of the project officers who will need to have or acquire a comprehensive knowledge of local provision and providers and both credible with and sympathetic to the needs of micro businesses in Northern Devon.


This outlines what needs to happen for the project to be judged a success. What are the customer needs and how can they been met? What are the quality requirements of the deliverable/outcome? Have business benefits been identified and how will they be measured? Can the project be delivered within existing organisational capacity and capability? If not, how can capacity and capability be acquired?
7.  Known Risks
	The main risks arise from the volatility of the training and business support infrastructure arising from new interventions mainly targeted at unemployed individuals and the chaotic state of key mainstream funding such as Train to Gain. With the possibility of a change of government and funding cuts whoever is in government it makes for an unpredictable few years. This uncertainty, however, makes the project even more important in digesting and transmitting to business current and accurate information on the services available and the costs involved.
Recruitment of project officers is a risk area as well as a critical success factor.
Lack of business interest is a risk and reinforces the need to be both innovative and pro-active, e.g. building on events like the annual “Foodfest” in October and working with professional advisers such as accountants.



A list identifying risks that could impact the delivery of the project. Include any plans to reduce or mitigate risks. 
8.  Project Plan
	This is covered in section 3 above and milestones section below.


This gives brief information on the scheduling of project, but should be expanded where necessary (e.g. using a Gantt chart).
9. Start Date

	January 2010


10. Completion Date

	December 2012


11. Milestones

	Milestones are key activities in the project.  What are the key actions? When will they happen?

Recruitment of one project officer – to February 2010
Recruitment of second officer by June 2010
Engagement with partners – focus on this activity March to June 2010
Business networking – focus on this activity from May 2010
Interim review – May 2011
50% of business and individual targets achieved – end 2011
Legacy planning – start early 2012
Impact review with businesses and individuals helped contributing to project evaluation report – completed by October 2012.

100% of business and individual targets achieved – by October 2012
Closure and final reporting – December 2012



12. Review and Reporting
	Progress on the project will be reported to the North West Devon Workforce Development Action Group and thence to Productive Skills for Devon. In addition the Northern Devon Brokerage Network will receive information and provide on-the-ground intelligence to assist the effective operation of the project. The Board of North Devon + and the developing Employment and Skills Board for Northern Devon will be a vital part of the loop and also provide employer input into the development and delivery of the project.


How will progress be reported? What you will report, to whom, by when and in what format. Reported using Progress Report template. A Risk Log and an Issue Log must be kept and regularly updated.
13. Sign-Off 
	Proceeding with the project is dependent on securing both PSfD and Leader 4 funding; the latter is expected to be determined at the December meeting of the Local Action Group; if PSfD funding is not secure by then the project submission will have to be deferred or abandoned.
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Philip Done on behalf of the North West Devon Workforce Development Action Group.



Relevant Programme Sponsor signs off the Project Proposal. (Include date and version) thereby authorising application development
	Original filed on project file
	

	Copy to Directorate External Funding Finance
	

	Copy to External Funding Finance Manager
	richard.hayman@devon.gov.uk
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