Speech for SCC dinner 2010 FINAL 

Your Royal Highness, Deputy Lord Lieutenant, Secretary of State, Cabinet Secretary, Distinguished guests, Ladies and Gentlemen, welcome to the 2010 Scottish Chambers of Commerce annual dinner

As your Chairman I have a special pleasure in welcoming your president, Her Royal Highness The Princess Royal -   a very warm welcome ma’am.

Scottish Chambers of Commerce rightly consider themselves to be the most representative of all of the Business organisations in Scotland. With 20 Chambers spread across the country, north to south, west to east, it represents over 10,000 member companies with a clear mandate to represent Scottish business.

With a diverse and incidentally growing membership ranging from the sole trader to the multi-national it can  and does represent the voice of business - businesses which employ in aggregate approaching 1 million people.

There is no doubt that 2010 has been a difficult year, but there are also some encouraging signs emerging mixed with some trepidation about the impact of future cuts in public expenditure, especially here in Scotland. We suspect that this situation will not be of SHORT DURATION.  I don’t wish to dwell too much on this as there is a huge amount of speculation already around.  We would prefer to lobby quietly and effectively, ahead of time, whilst the decisions are being formulated.

Could I just reinforce that cuts in allocation need not necessarily lead to cuts in service provision or in quality.  A focus on ‘doing things differently’ and using resources better can achieve much. This should be the focus for the near and the longer term.   I have been encouraged in conversations with a number of local authorities who are indeed already doing things differently in their endeavours to maintain services in critical areas, displaying real innovation, not just tampering at the edges.   They have identified potential opportunities as well as threats, and are clearly looking to the longer term. 

To all of you who are in this arena don’t forget that the private sectors are your stakeholders too, and we can help in many ways. Our Chambers of Commerce Network throughout Scotland are already delivering  business support services and are ideally placed to assist local authorities and other government agencies to  deliver economic development and business support in particular, from an excellent local base. One great example I would quote is the very successful business mentoring partnership now operating across Scotland.  We have supported over 5,000 businesses, and recruited over 800 voluntary business mentors  -  some of whom are here this evening – an enormous thank you.  We are all stakeholders in the solutions and also what comes afterwards.

But ……  my plea is for you not to adopt a “salami slicing approach”

look at the bigger picture and what will have the most positive economic impact.  

Government spending must always be placed in the context of its capacity to provide essential functions of the state and to support private sector business and skills in our economy.  

Here in Scotland, we have therefore welcomed over the years the investment made by the Ministry of Defence throughout the country.  From the RAF bases at Lossiemouth, Kinloss and Leuchars to the Army barracks at Inverness, Edinburgh and Penicuik and the Clyde naval base at Faslane.  It would be remiss of me not to include the new Queen Elizabeth class aircraft carriers  being built at Glasgow and Fife, supported by a highly skilled supply chain across Scotland.   The economic impact of Defence Spending in Scotland is immense.  

Scotland punches above its weight in terms of its contribution to our armed forces, but the returns in terms of investment in Scotland have deteriorated over recent years.  

We cannot afford to see this cut further as a result of the impending Strategic Defence and Security Review.  

I would urge the UK Government to take this on board during the coming weeks – security, skills and our economy are at great risk.  The Scottish Chambers of Commerce have already made our submission to the Secretary of State for Defence and we hope he and his colleagues are indeed “listening”. .  

There has been in recent times a consistent ‘glow’ in the economy particularly in Scotland,  it has been the steady but discernable growth in International business and exports.

Scotland is highly regarded in International markets, more so than we perhaps realise. The country has a reputation for being straight forward, trusting, respected and innovative.   As well as our well recognised products there is an increasingly broader spectrum of businesses exporting “Brand Scotland” to the world.

I had a perfect example of this when I was at the Moray Chamber Awards dinner recently.  One of the recipients was Lossie Seafoods, a producer of top quality smoked salmon. In his speech their Sales Director recounted that on his first trip to Hong Kong, he presented his business card with of course Lossie Seafoods on it. This resulted in what-and I paraphrase- was the Hong Kong equivalent of ?Que?   On a subsequent trip they had rebranded with a strap line ‘Pride of Scotland’ on his cards- the result was instant recognition and engagement. This is a company which now exports  94% of its production.

My message is simple….. 

International trade is a terrific opportunity for the Scottish Economy and I would challenge all of you in this room who are ambitious for your own businesses to look at the possibilities of exporting- you might be very pleasantly surprised!

PAUSE 

Scottish Chambers International recently launched ‘Smart Exporter’ in partnership with the Scottish Government and Scottish Development International.  Basically it is a programme to help companies gain from the experiences of others in gaining the confidence to take the  export step. 

This is part of the Chamber network and is available to all companies large or small.  Some very small companies are already reporting proportions as high as 60% of their revenues now emanating from exporting. 

The Chamber Network is worldwide with Chambers in almost all towns and cities throughout the world. Our Scottish Chambers already have a track record of assisting companies out to market – for example,  Aberdeen and Grampian Chamber through its Africa Business Centre is organising two trade missions in November, one to Angola, and the other to Ghana. Their first ports of call in these countries will be the Embassy and the local Chamber of Commerce.

As Chairman of SCC, I am going to Delhi next week as part of a united delegation selling Scotland.  I will be addressing a major business conference to outline what we have to offer and to foster new business relationships between our respective countries.   One of my calls will be to the Indian Chamber of Commerce. With this International network already in place , complemented by SDI’s network of 22 offices in Cities around the world,  providing ‘touch down’ facilities and other direct support, the Scottish Chamber’s and Scotland’s offering is second to none –and it’s available now!     

Everyone I speak to who is involved in international markets, and I can add my own experiences too, reinforce that  the most important aspects which support international trade are Communications and Connectivity.

Communications have improved immeasurably in the last decade with the development of the Internet and Broadband connections. There are however some significant black spots and brown spots in Scotland associated with this connectivity.

I know that BT is looking to invest in fibre optic cabling which will significantly improve matters, but there are limitations to this technology especially in more rural areas. The development of mobile broadband technology is now at the stage where this could be rolled out across the entire country.  This has been the solution in Norway, Finland and other places.  There must be a political imperative to strengthen broadband connectivity throughout the Country.  

We at Scottish Chambers will continue to press for this universal, fast and high bandwidth coverage with some diligence.

With regard to our physical connectivity I make no apology, but I’m going to bang on about our transport infrastructure again.

We in the UK and in Scotland in particular have been left well behind by our competitors in terms of Road, Rail and Air connectivity. It is in the interests of Scotland as a whole that we have connectivity internally and externally.

The development of an ambitious, coherent, transport infrastructure plan covering Road connections around the country, especially to the Ferry ports, Rail connections between our major cities and connecting our Airports to the wider rail network must be concluded.   It should not be a partisan issue. 

Times are tough and the financial resources may not be available I hear some say…….and they are broadly right.

However is NOW not the time to explore different funding models which could be available to us.    

What is wrong with developing a plan such that, as and when the resources become available, implementation can take place, if necessary in ‘bite sized lumps’? Without such a plan any solutions to the country’s travel needs will continue to be haphazard and disconnected.

These are undoubtedly tough times but could I remind you that two major pieces of Government activity, The Beverage Report of 1942 and the 1944 Education Act, both of which had far reaching effects on current UK society were enacted when the country was in it’s darkest hours fighting a world war. Plans were made but  implemented later- but importantly the plans were there.

The reference to Education reminds me that the recession has particularly affected young people. Those who have just started on the job ladder, or who have been about to get on it, have been stopped in their tracks.

If Scotland is to have a future it must continue to invest in its young people  -they truly are our future.

Skills and the development of our workforce are paramount if we are to achieve any of our aspirations for economic growth and competitiveness.    SCC are pleased to be involved in Skills Development Scotland’s initiative ‘Step Forward Scotland’, aimed at  helping employers take on young people for training, Modern Apprenticeships and work experience.

I know of a number of companies who have taken young people on for work experience, treating it as a ‘long interview’ process, with highly successful results. By involving yourselves in this initiative you will not only make a significant investment in the young people of Scotland but also a good and lasting investment for your business.

Before I finish, I would like to take this opportunity to thank our main sponsors for this evening, Howdens, Irwin Stuart, Sound and Vision and Hilton.  Without their support, tonight would simply not have been possible.

Finally ladies and Gentlemen, could I conclude by saying that this country of ours has huge potential. Yes there are stormy waters at the moment with possibly more to come. This is the time to get fit for the future and the business community of Scotland, through our unique chamber network, are here and will provide that leadership. 

SCC and its member Chambers look forward to working with our Civic and Government partners to build on the potential this country has to offer for its future prosperity and the prosperity of its people. 

As I said last year….. “Let Scotland Flourish”

Thank you.

INTRODUCTION TO HRH.

Scottish Chambers of Commerce celebrated our 60th  anniversary in 2008.    Through the generosity of an army of business leaders volunteering  their time and expertise we are able to continually support local business,  local communities and charities throughout Scotland.   

We have the great honour of having Her Royal Highness, The Princess Royal as our President. 

Ma’am we greatly appreciate your commitment   not only at this event, but also your extensive support to the many local chamber engagements you carryout throughout Scotland. You were present at our very first Scottish Chambers Annual Dinner here in Scotland 17 years ago and your continued dedication  is greatly appreciated and valued.

As Chairman, and on behalf of the network, I have the enormous pleasure of inviting you to address the Scottish Chambers of Commerce.
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