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       Federation of Small Businesses in Wales 
Response to the Welsh Assembly Government Consultation 

Making the Connections: Delivering Better Services in 
                                     Wales 
 
Introduction 
 
1. The Federation of Small Businesses (FSB) is the UK’s leading non-party 

political lobbying group for small businesses and exists to promote the 
interests of all who own and/or manage their own business. With over 
185,000 members in the UK with 8,000 of that number located in Wales, the 
FSB is also the largest business-lobbying organisation. 

 
2. The FSB in Wales very much welcomes the opportunity to respond to the 

Welsh Assembly Government consultation on the merger of the Welsh 
Development Agency (WDA), Education and Learning Wales (ELWa) and the 
Wales Tourist Board (WTB). 

 
3. The FSB strongly believes that for the merger process to be properly and 

effectively implemented for the good of the new departments and perhaps 
most importantly, the customer, the consultation process needs to promote a 
genuinely open partnership between the customer and the Assembly 
Government. 

 
4. It is essential that the good and effective work of these three Quangos is not 

interrupted or lost within the merger process. The WDA has proved itself to 
be an effective vehicle for business development and support and successful 
at attracting favourable levels of inward investment. The WTB has been 
successful in branding Wales within the tourism sector for the benefit of 
business in Wales and ELWa has recently begun to earn respect among 
members of the business community for adopting an effective and responsive 
partnership approach, which has produced plans such as the Employment 
and Skills Action Plan. 

 
5. It is essential that the merger process takes the best work of these Quangos 

and continue to support that work while working to resolve some of the 
administrative and cultural issues that have, at times impeded progress. 

 
6. We are concerned that in the first instance, what is proposed is not a merger 

but a bringing  ‘in-house’ of existing bodies to be adapted into separate 
departments. Since the announcement, there has been much talk of separate 
departments and indeed the document refers to ‘new organisations’. In 
essence, it seems that the only body subject to any measure of merger is the 
Wales Tourist Board.  

 
7. As such, we feel that the Assembly Government should make it clear whether 

this is indeed a merger or simply an adaptation to Government departments. 
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8. It is essential that the guiding principle in this process is the desire and the 
intention to do things better or more effectively than they are now. We feel 
that the process of merger is too large an upheaval to merely consolidate the 
existing position of these bodies and associated programmes. 

 
9. The FSB in Wales remains enthusiastic to engage with the Assembly 

Government on this issue in a sprit of active partnership and looks forward to 
an effective dialogue between the Government and the business sector over 
the next year of the implementation process.  

 
10. The views in this consultation are the result of extensive consultation with 

FSB membership across Wales and the deliberations of the FSB Advisory 
Panel formed to consult on the merger of the Quangos. In addition, many 
views within the document are shared by other members of the Business 
Wales group. 

_____________________________________________________ 
 
 

ACCOUNTABILITY & EXTERNAL ADVICE 
 

Question 1: What are your views on the proposed panels and their role? 
 
11. The FSB notes the Assembly Government’s willingness to engage the advice 

of experts on the strategic advisory panels as proposed in the consultation 
document. However, we feel that there are currently too many panels 
proposed and that this will lead to duplication and increased bureaucracy. 
This is a view shared by other members of the Business Wales Group. There 
is also concern about the ability to properly fill such a number of panels with 
suitable candidates. 

 
12. Concerns have been raised within some sectors of the business community 

that such panels should have a decision-making role but the FSB is 
concerned that this would not promote accountability and that ultimately, 
decision-making should rest with the Minister – a democratically accountable 
figure. 

 
13. However we would like to see these panels brought closer to the decision 

making process in a similar vein to the current boards of the WDA, ELWa and 
the WTB. We would also like to see some formal structure that commits the 
Government to the panels. If important advice were to be ignored by the 
Government on a number of occasions, the panels are unlikely to retain the 
level of expertise currently sought. In short, it is essential that the panels have 
clear and unambiguous terms of reference and their role and remit is properly 
cliarified. 

 
14. We welcome the proposal that the members of the panels be selected on 

merit and experience. This is essential in seeking the best possible input. 
However, the FSB feels strongly that such panels need to reflect the make-up 
of the Welsh economy.  
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15. Over 98% of businesses in Wales are designated as small businesses and 

the vast majority of that number are micro businesses employing fewer than 9 
employees. Although we recognise the importance of larger employers within 
the economy, we feel strongly that the proposed panels need to reflect the 
increasing importance of small businesses. 

 
16. In addition to the experience that all will be keen to see on the panels, the 

FSB hopes that those appointed will command the support of the business 
community and therefore, properly represent the business view. 

 
17. We welcome the concept of a panel to advise on commercial investment 

cases and financial support given the specific expertise that is needed to 
properly administer such a brief. 

 
18. We also welcome a specific advisory panel for tourism and hope that the best 

of the wealth of talent that exists within the tourism community will be sought 
to help guide the continuing good work of the WTB and its post-merger 
incarnation. 

 
19. We have some concern however, about the effective operation of the cross-

portfolio panel especially with regard to the concept of the duel-chairing 
arrangement. Although we see the need for the portfolios to be given equal 
status, we feel that the feasibility of an ‘impartial’ chair be given some 
consideration. 

 
Question 2: Should there be others? 

 
20. As the FSB has concern at the number of panels currently proposed, we do 

not see the need to institute further panels. 
 
 

Question 3: How large should these panels be? 
 
21. The FSB feels that the panels need to be large enough to properly represent 

the interest of the constituent customers of respective areas and have the 
expertise required. We also feel that it would be desirable for there to be 
proper representation from North and South.  

 
22. However we would caution against the panels becoming unwieldy in a 

manner, which impedes decision making. The FSB suggests, therefore that 
each panel consist of no more than  10 – 12 members and in the case of the 
cross-portfolio panel, no more than 16 members.  
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IMPROVING CUSTOMER & STAKEHOLDER SERVICE 
 
 

Question 4: How can we improve customer service and what services do 
you particularly value? 

 
23. The FSB welcomes the citing of customer satisfaction as a key component to 

the merger process. There has been much justified criticism of the Quangos 
in past years for not being customer-focused or responsive to the needs of 
the customer although we happily acknowledge that this culture has been 
much improved in recent years.  

 
24. The FSB is concerned at the lack of detail on page 6 of the consultation 

document. It is not clear how aspects such as improved access to services, 
providing a single point of entry for businesses will be better delivered post-
merger although we welcome the identification of all the outlined points as 
important. 

 
25. As has been mentioned, there are services currently administered by the 

respective Quangos, which are proving to be successful and responsive.  
 
26. The Business Eye scheme has attracted much positive feedback among FSB 

membership and we welcome the extent to which the WDA has been 
responsive to the views of the business community in implementing this 
scheme. We feel, therefore, that the Business Eye brand needs to be 
retained, jealously guarded and improved throughout the merger process. We 
would not favour any alteration of the scheme as a result of the merger. 

 
27. In the same way, we feel that Wales Trade International has proved effective 

and responsive and is now a recognisable, respected and viable brand for the 
promotion of the Welsh economy internationally. We feel it is essential to 
consolidate and build on that success.  

 
28. We would also like to see the retention of Wales’ national e-procurement 

initiative Sell2Wales. As the first comprehensive e-procurement initiative in 
Wales, this has rightly been applauded by much of the business community 
and we feel that it is a good example of Wales leading the rest of the UK.  

 
29. We feel that the above are all initiatives, which it is vital that we retain not 

only as services but as now-established and recognisable brands. 
 

Question 5: How can we work more effectively with customers and 
stakeholders in all part of Wales? 

 
30. The coming of the National Assembly for Wales has meant increased 

involvement for customers in Wales and this is to be welcomed. The FSB 
acknowledges and applauds the efforts that have been made to engage the 
business community – engagement which is much more open, positive and 
beneficial than that under the old Welsh Office system. 
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SMEs to ensure that they not only reflect the role of the formally promised 
Small Business Division but also reflect the needs and realities of the small 
business community. 

 
69. While we welcome the Assembly Government’s ongoing commitment to 

creating a ‘one-stop shop’ system for small businesses in Wales, we are 
concerned that with the now broadened remit of the Economic Development 
& Transport Department as outlined in the consultation document, what are 
effectively being proposed are ‘Super Account Managers’ responsible for all 
the needs of the customer.  Although this is a very attractive concept in 
theory, we feel that in practice, such wide-ranging support and advice will be 
difficult to deliver in this way. 

 
70. We are aware that a system operated in Scotland is effective where the 

account manager is a point of reference rather than a universal expert. As 
such, they are more of a liaison officer, but with considerable influence to 
make things happen rather than merely forwarding a case to the next officer 
creating a merry-go-round of access. 

 
71. In short, there is concern that the proposed model creates far too many 

different ‘silos’ which poses a danger of fragmentation. However, we remain 
open-minded subject to further clarification of the roles and responsibilities of 
these bodies. 

 
 
Tourism 

 
72. The FSB welcomes the realisation of the important role of tourism in the 

Welsh economy suggested by the consultation document. The merger sets 
the stage for tourism to become more closely linked to the economic success 
of Wales and we feel therefore, that this key point is to be welcomed. 

 
73. The Wales Tourist Board has done sterling work in recent years in improving 

the profile of Wales and promoting it as a tourist destination. We are also 
pleased with the hard work that the WTB has undertaken in branding Wales. 
As such, although we welcome the closer linkage to economic policy, we are 
keen that none of this good work is diminished or lost in the process of 
bringing the WTB’s functions ‘in-house’.  

 
74. The FSB supports the Wales Tourism Alliance’s (WTA) keenness to see the 

retention of current effective funding structures and we would like to see the 
current level of funding maintained if not increased to reflect the ongoing 
demands of the industry. 

 
75. There is concern among membership about the future branding of Wales and 

whether the Assembly Government will commit itself to the on-going work of 
the WTB in this area. Many members feel that the former arm’s length 
operation of the WTB (and indeed WDA) has allowed them to become more 
commercially-minded and therefore better placed to carry out such work. 
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Furthermore, there is concern that such an approach will be incompatible with 
the structures, operation and culture of the Civil Service. 

 
Education & Lifelong Learning 

 
76. The much publicised past reported problems within ELWa have done little to 

promote effective engagement of the SME community with the education and 
skills agenda. However, the FSB has been very encouraged by ELWa’s 
much-improved interaction with businesses, which is reflected in the 
Employment & Skills Action Plan. It is essential that the good work that ELWa 
has undertaken is carried forward and promoted within the new department 
for Education & Lifelong Learning. 

 
77. Although the FSB is broadly supportive of the organisational model as 

outlined (subject to the same clarification on the role and composition of the 
Advisory Panels) we have some concern that the analysis makes no 
reference to consolidating or increasing the linkage between education & 
skills & business. To ensure that this linkage is promoted, we would favour 
business representation on the Advisory Panels. 

 
78. Concern has been raised that hitherto, ELWa has failed to properly identify 

and promote the link between education and training and business 
development and so we hope the merger will produce a more cohesive, 
properly focused body for addressing the training needs employers and 
employees alike.  

 
Question16: Are there any services currently delivered by the Assembly 
Government or its ASPBs at the all-Wales level that you think would be 
more appropriately delivered at a regional level? 

 
79. We do not feel that there are currently programmes delivered at an all-Wales 

level which would be better delivered on a regional basis. 
 

Question 17: Do you have any views on the regional advice 
arrangements and roles of the Regional Economic Fora, Regional 
Tourism Partnerships, and the ELL Regional Panels? 

 
80. The FSB believes that it is of intrinsic importance that the four regional 

Economic Fora continue to be proactive in engaging with the business 
community in the pursuit of suitable regional strategies but feel that these 
strategies need to be properly linked to the priorities outlined by the Assembly 
Government in Winning Wales (and the forthcoming Winning Wales 2) and 
the Wales Spatial Plan if we are to see the joined-up approach sought by the 
Assembly Government. We feel that this joined-up approach is not currently 
evident. 

 
81. In light of this, the FSB favours the Assembly Government proposal of re-

visiting the role of the Fora but feel that this should have been undertaken as 
part of the overall merger process. However, we would strongly encourage 
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the Government to ensure that business is properly involved in this process 
or re-evaluation. 

 
82. Such re-evaluation could look at the composition and role of the Fora with a 

view to ensuring that they are best placed to not only deliver relevant strands 
of all-Wales policy but that they can effectively formulate regional measures 
suitable for local circumstances. We are also keen that all the Fora have 
increased and suitable business representation. 

 
83. We very much welcome the retention of Regional Tourism Partnerships as 

we consider them to be of significant value in an industry, which varies 
significantly from region to region. The advice of these bodies is of central 
importance to any regional or national economic strategies and priorities. 

 
CONCLUSION 
 
84. The FSB strongly supports the Assembly Government’s desire to see 

accountable, cost-efficient and responsive public services free from 
unnecessary bureaucracy and duplication.  

 
85. In light of the process to bring the respective Quangos ‘in-house’ the FSB is 

also keen that small businesses are one of the groups at the heart of that 
process to ensure that the needs of this economically vital group are properly 
addressed. The consequences for instituting such a radical overhaul of public 
services without the proper input of businesses would be potentially 
disastrous to the economic well-being of Wales. 

 
86. The FSB does not underestimate the scale of the task facing the Assembly 

Government in undertaking this process and although we note and welcome 
the cost savings outlined on page 18 of the consultation document, we are 
concerned at the level of proposed expenditure required to implement these 
changes.   

 
87. We feel strongly that a system needs to be instituted to help evaluate 

success and would be interested in how the Assembly Government intends to 
rate the success of the exercise and at what stage this might occur. Although 
cost saving of public finance is to be welcomed, such saving obviously needs 
purpose and must not be to the detriment of effective services currently being 
delivered. 

 
88. It is essential that what follows this transitional process is an opportunity for 

SMEs to have a more effective, more meaningful dialogue with Government 
and that policy better reflects the needs of the small business community. We 
very much welcome the measures proposed by the Assembly Government to 
help make this happen but would caution that where the views of business 
are sought, they are heeded. We therefore hope that the cultural change 
necessitated by the merger will lead to more effective consultation and a 
greater sense of partnership. 
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89. The FSB feels that the process of bringing the Quangos in-house offers an 
opportunity to change the mindset of economic development in Wales in a 
number of ways, not least a refocusing on the role of small businesses within 
the Welsh economy.  

 
90. Although good progress has been made in recent years, such a refocusing is 

long overdue and we feel that it is time to realise that although levels of 
foreign investment remain favourable compared to the rest of the UK, this can 
no longer be relied upon for economic success. 

 
91. We are concerned that the consultation document only outlines what the 

Assembly Government intends to do with the merger process rather how 
changes will be made. It is essential that greater clarity and purpose be given 
to this process as a matter of immediate importance. It is essential that the 
cost and disruption of this upheaval do not outweigh the benefit to customers 
and stakeholders and the more efficient operation of services. 

 
92. It should be noted that despite some of the concerns outlined in this response 

to consultation, the FSB is committed to the success of the merger and 
helping to ensure that the transition is as smooth as possible. However, we 
believe that for the next year, the Assembly Government and its agencies 
need to show themselves committed to the programmes already being 
undertaken by ELWa, the WDA and the WTB.  

 
93. In all areas, businesses will continue to require the direction of the Assembly 

Government while this process of change continues. 
 
 
Federation of Small Businesses in Wales 
April 2005. 
 
 
 


