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SUBMISSION FROM SCOTTISH CHAMBERS OF COMMERCE 

Scottish Chambers of Commerce (SCC) welcomes the opportunity to 
contribute to the Economy, Energy and Tourism Committee’s inquiry into the 
internationalisation of Scottish business, focusing on the “increase exports” 
national indicator in the National Performance Framework: 

1. SCC take the position that all forms of intervention by Scottish 
Government should be based upon the existence of identifiable and 
measurable market failure.  

2.Based on data provided by The Global Connections Survey and The Office 
for National Statistics, SCC has calculated that between 2006 and 2011, the 
value of Scottish exports rose more slowly than inflation, demonstrating that 
the value of Scottish exports declined in real terms over this period. Although 
there was a marked increase in the value of Scottish exports in 2012 (from 
£23.9bn - £26bn), this figure is still only 5% higher in real terms than the value 
of Scottish exports in 2006. 

3.The Scotland’s Global Connections Survey 2012 reveals that Scotland’s 
manufacturing exports outweigh our service exports by a ratio of around 2:1 
and that manufactured exports were growing at a faster rate than service 
exports.  This evidence may indicate a need for public sector support to 
include a specific focus on the service sector. 

4.From the 2014 Scottish Chambers International Trade Survey it can be 
shown that approximately one in three respondents are currently exporting, 
the majority of which experience an increase in terms of profit (54%) and 
sales (56%) in the first twelve months of exporting. Yet, 55% of respondents 
do not currently export and consider that they are unlikely to do so in the 
future. Through surveying the chamber network membership it can be shown 
that there are various barriers affecting businesses ability to grow 
internationally.  

5. The main barrier facing Scottish businesses is that 65% of non-exporters 
feel that they do not have the right product/service to trade internationally, this 
is similar to the UK as a whole in which 68% of non-exporters feel that they do 
not have the right product/service. It is clear that more must be done to 
provide businesses in Scotland with more effective information on all aspects 
of overseas markets, which will break down perceived barriers to international 
growth. The participation of the Chamber network in Scotland in shaping the 
national strategy of international trade is essential in order to achieve this 
outcome. 

6. There are various factors which can influence businesses that are 
considering exporting. The most influential factors include: Ease of finding 
customers, agents and distributors (76%), size of overseas market (72%), 
availability of financial resources (62%), and the extent of competition in 
overseas markets (58%). Additionally, businesses were asked what barriers 
affected their ability to increase sales in the markets which they currently 
export to and affecting their ability to enter into new markets, from the results 
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it can be shown that the three main barriers affecting businesses in Scotland 
are: regulation, difference in standards, tariff and enforcement of legal rights, 
followed by access to funding, and access to distributors/agents. Increased 
market research as well as outward trade missions could assist businesses in 
growing internationally through a better understanding of the market. 

7. Through holding a series of engagement events with mentors and mentees 
of Business Mentoring Scotland (BMS), SCC has gathered evidence that also 
highlights that a deep attitudinal change is required in order to substantially 
increase the number of businesses willing and able to export. Mentors and 
businesses alike reported that an aversion to risk and the cultural stigma of 
failure discourages many businesses from taking the steps required to export 
their goods/services. 

8. It is clear then that businesses in Scotland are under-performing in terms of 
exporting, but whether or not this can be classified as market failure is another 
matter. Through its direct connection with businesses, SCC is in a unique 
position to identify the demands and needs of businesses aiming to export, 
and what, if any, are the market failures inhibiting their exporting activity. 

9. SCC is of the view that Scottish Government spend can increase the 
exporting activity of businesses in Scotland through a number of channels, 
including continued and increased investment in BMS – a project currently 
funded by both Scottish Enterprise and the European Regional Directive Fund 
(ERDF). A parallel scheme also operates in the Highlands and Islands 
Enterprise area.  SCC is concerned at the proposed cancellation of the 
planned £63.9m increase in funding to the enterprise agencies in 2015-16 and 
this decision must not impact on support to businesses in terms of mentoring 
and internationalisation.  

10. BMS matches growing businesses with a business mentor drawn from 
its pool of 1000+ talented and experienced business leaders, and delivers 
improvements to business performance through a combination of increasing 
innovation, efficiency, sales revenue, and export revenue, among other 
measurable impacts. SCC can provide many examples of businesses having 
been mentored going on to grow and expand into international markets, with 
business leaders acknowledging the impact of mentoring in affecting this 
change. For example, TRAC Oil and Gas, an Aberdeen-based engineering 
support services firm and mentored through BMS won the MentorsMe 
Excellence in Export Award in 2013. Duncan Alexander of EMM Corp - 
another Aberdeen-based rigging and lifting management services company 
also attributes his business’s improvements in performance and export activity 
to his experience of being mentored: 

“Turnover increased from £22.3m to £25m and is now up to £28.7m. The 
doors that were previously closed are now open and we have won significant 
new business. John’s mentoring definitely helped to create the spike in our 
business performance. The information on marketing to networks/contacts 
and how to overcome barriers was important. We were able to reach the right 
people with key information which is an approach that works well, especially 
in many overseas markets.” 
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11. SCC believe that BMS can positively influence the previously outlined 
required attitudinal change, evidenced by feedback from mentored 
businesses that demonstrates mentoring leads to an increase in 
entrepreneurial related skills and knowledge among mentees.  

12. The UK has the second highest rate of Air Passenger Duty in the world, 
which means Scottish businesses face paying high taxes on the necessary 
activities surrounding exporting. To ensure that Scottish businesses are not 
discouraged from breaking into international markets due to this tax, SCC 
agrees with the Smith Commission that Air Passenger Duty should be 
devolved to the Scottish Parliament. This should be done sooner rather than 
later and the Scottish Government should abolish the tax, reducing the cost of 
international travel for businesses and other air travellers. 

13. SCC welcome the Scottish Government’s commitment to helping 
exporting and growth businesses through the 2015-2016 draft budget. It notes 
however that in order to apply for funding through the Scottish Investment 
Bank’s Co-Investment Fund, businesses must come from an “approved 
sector” - with no details provided of what sectors are defined as “approved”. 
Although SCC recognises the need to prioritise sectors where Scotland has a 
comparative advantage and that contribute higher added value to the Scottish 
economy, it would be useful to make it clearer which sectors are classed as 
priority sectors, for both businesses looking for funding and also stakeholders 
assessing the prudence of Government decisions. SCC also notes that 
businesses must secure funding from an associated partner before receiving 
public sector funds. SCC would question this use of the budget as addressing 
market failure if businesses must first obtain finance through the private sector 
and meet the associated lending criteria anyway, before receiving additional 
public sector money. Are procedures in place that ensure businesses that 
otherwise would be unable to secure funding are prioritised, and/or that Co-
Investment Fund partners are actually lending to businesses that would 
normally have been excluded from obtaining finance through standard private 
sector practices? If the answer to these questions is no, then SCC challenge 
whether market failure is being addressed by this intervention and the 
appropriateness of using public sector funds in this way. SCC would argue 
this practice does not encourage lending to businesses as risk is still borne by 
the Co-Investment Fund partner, and may in fact increase market inefficiency 
through crowding out private sector investment by encouraging the fund 
partner to lend lower amounts to less favourable investment opportunities in 
the knowledge it can be matched by the fund. 

14. SCC appreciate that Scottish Development International (SDI) has been 
active in attempting to encourage international businesses to do business in 
Scotland, and in facilitating outward trade events involving Scottish 
businesses. However, originating from within its chamber network, SCC has 
been advised of several identified weaknesses of the current approach. 
Among the criticisms include that outward trade visits while well organised 
and informative, have not led to an increase in exporting trade for many 
participants – surely the fundamental objective of this form of funding. 
Businesses have at times been sent to trade events that are inappropriate for 
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stimulating new trade and/or ill-suited to their needs, resulting in no 
discernible increase in exporting activity.  Chamber of Commerce led 
missions, both inward and outward, focus heavily on delivering business-to-
business contacts that meet the needs of businesses from both nations. 

15. SCC would encourage further collaboration between Government and the 
private sector to carry out trade missions, in particular in conjunction with the 
chamber network in Scotland, the staff and members of which have access to 
an unrivalled bank of international contacts and country and market specific 
knowledge. SCC believe that additional support would enable chambers of 
commerce – already highly experienced in organising, implementing and 
evaluating international (both inward and outward) trade missions – to further 
aid businesses in Scotland to export and would significantly contribute to the 
Scottish Government’s target to increase the total value of Scottish exports to 
£35.85bn by 2017 (an increase of 50% from the baseline of £23.9bn in 2011). 

About Scottish Chambers of Commerce  

Scottish Chambers of Commerce (SCC) is the most connected and influential 
business membership organisation in Scotland representing 22 local 
accredited Chambers of Commerce.  Chambers of Commerce in Scotland 
have a collective membership of 10,500 small, medium and large businesses, 
from all sectors of the economy, which employ over half of Scotland’s private 
sector workforce.  
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