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1. Chairman’s Statement

Highland Opportunity Limited is a Highland Council Company limited by guarantee with a Board of Directors drawn from the elected Members representing each Area. My Co-Directors serving during 2004/5 were: -

Councillor Duncan Allan, Sutherland

Councillor Tom MacLennan, Lochaber
Councillor Roy Macintyre, Ross and Cromarty

Councillor Graeme Smith, Caithness
Councillor Basil Dunlop, Badenoch and Strathspey
Councillor Jack Shiels, Inverness
Councillor John Laing, Skye and Lochalsh

We recognise that The Highland Council is the democratic means through which the people of the Highlands can seek to improve their social, economic, cultural and environmental circumstances by taking action within the Highlands and by representing their distinct needs wherever these require to be stated. Among the Council’s ten strategic goals, the following objective is particularly relevant here: -

“To sustain, develop and regenerate Highland communities by encouraging the careful utilisation of our natural resources and by supporting the creation of economic prosperity in environmentally sustainable ways.”

Highland Opportunity Limited is the Enterprise Trust for the Highlands providing discretionary financial assistance, professional business support, youth enterprise services and European consultancy to small and medium-sized enterprises and community enterprises. We have a particular interest in new and developing businesses. The company has been providing financial assistance to Highland businesses since 1986 and has a net asset value of £1.4m, including subsidiaries

OBJECTS

The objects for which the company was established are: -

1. To stimulate economic activity in the Highlands by helping to protect and expand existing employment and to create new employment within the region.

2. To identify prospective industrial entrepreneurs and community groups to develop business ventures.

3. To provide or assist in the provision of finance to persons carrying on or interested to carry on venture and small business projects located or intended to locate in the Highlands.

AIM

The Enterprise Trust’s aim is to encourage employment in the Highlands by fostering businesses and community enterprises and in particular: -

1. to encourage local start-up and development.

2. to support young entrepreneurs.

3. to make effective connections with the European Community.

4. to promote community enterprise.

To achieve this aim, Highland Opportunity Limited (with The Caithness Fund) provides low interest loans to businesses, holds the agency for the Prince’s Scottish Youth Business Trust, hosts the European Info Centre in Inverness and is working with Social Investment Scotland.

2. Overview of the Year

The year has been the busiest for loan awards since 1994, and has seen the Company’s project activity at its highest level ever. The number of directly employed staff rose to 18, which is the highest in its history.

The most significant activity of the year to March 2005 was a process leading to the acquisition of another Highland Council development company, Highland Prospect Limited, together with the incorporation of the Caithness Fund, both taking place on 1st April 2005. This process has tripled the size of HOL’s assets for the forthcoming year.

During the last quarter of Financial Year 2004-5 a process of outsourcing the remaining business development functions of Highland Council to HOL was agreed. This included regional business advice and the Employment Grants Scheme, which offers subsidies to businesses which employ people from the unemployed register.

During the year, HOL commenced the management of a project called “Working for Families” which aims to remove obstacles, including childcare, to parents entering education, training and employment. The project is aimed at disadvantaged families in East Caithness and Sutherland, Skye and Lochalsh, Easter Ross and parts of Inverness. 

The project is ultimately funded by the Scottish Executive and is worth £600,000 per year. It is part of the SE’s action against child poverty and will operate until March 2008.

Financial Assistance to Small & Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs)

With grant aid from the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF), HOL commenced a further two year scheme in July 2004 to offer interest free loans to businesses which can demonstrate private sector leverage in their funding package. These loans are awarded under the “Employment Loan Fund” scheme for the provision of working capital or the purchase of equipment. Clients who did not qualify for the Employment Loan Fund were instead offered loans at 5% interest. HOL continued to manage the Caithness Fund, prior to its incorporation on 1st April 2005. This is a scheme which provides loans to Caithness businesses at 5% interest. HOL continued to offer match funding to Highland loan clients of PSYBT. A total of £645,500 of loans were paid out under all these schemes for 54 Highland businesses in the year, supporting 120 full time jobs. All loans are offered in conjunction with professional business advice and aftercare support.

Interest from client loans and cash on deposit has been managed by a wholly owned HOL subsidiary investment company, Highland Opportunity (Investments) Limited, (HOIL).

Assistance to Communities
With access to low cost debt from Social Investment Scotland and grant assistance from the European Regional Development Fund HOL continued to operate its Community Enterprise Loan Fund (CELF) through a subsidiary social investment company, Highland Opportunity (Communities) Limited (HOCL). This Fund is intended to provide discretionary loan finance into the social/voluntary economy, where banks are often unwilling to meet some or all of their needs.

A part-time business advisor promotes the Fund, advises clients and supports their applications. Five applications were approved during the year for a total of £189,500. After two years of operation, CELF is now meeting its annual targets for loans.

HOL has also acted as an advisor and negotiator for communities seeking to obtain optimum levels of Community Benefit payments from developers of renewable energy schemes in the Highlands.

Young Enterprise Services
HOL continued as Highland regional agency for PSYBT and organiser of the Shell LiveWIRE competition in Highland for young entrepreneurs.

HOL continued to provide administrative support to Young Enterprise Scotland (YES) in the Highland area and made a grant of £500 towards its operating costs. YES is a school-based programme to help young people to learn about entrepreneurship by the practical route of running a company.

Business Support

HOL operates European Business Services through a subsidiary company Highland Opportunity (EBS) Limited, (HOEL). It hosts the Euro Info Centre (EIC) for the North of Scotland which is part of a European wide network of over 300 centres (distributed throughout the Member States of the EU and candidate countries) dedicated to helping companies harness the opportunities offered by the Single Market. It is one of only two in Scotland.

European Business Services is an important channel through which Highland companies can access European business information and opportunities. Its aim is to:

· Increase the number of Highland businesses developing trading links and partnerships in Europe.

· Improve access of Highland businesses to public sector contracts.

· Increase the awareness and access of Highland businesses to European legislation, policies, programmes, markets and commercial opportunities.

· Improve links between Highland and European businesses through international projects and so encourage exchange of experience and best practice.

The Company acted as lead partner in the Recruit Project, an employment consultancy project aimed at helping small business in Wick and rural areas of Sutherland, Wester Ross and Skye & Lochalsh to take on staff to expand their businesses. In January 2005, the project was extended to Lochaber, Nairn, Badenoch and Strathspey. This project benefits from grant assistance from the European Social Fund and HIE.

A new project was started in October 2004, called Public Tenders. It is aimed at informing Highland businesses of public sector tendering opportunities which are below the threshold for mandatory publication in the Official Journal of the EU. It is an electronic service which has gained much support from the Highland public sector and recognition beyond the Highlands. During the year it was supported by grant assistance from the European Regional Development Fund and Inverness and Nairn Enterprise, and won a Highland Council Quality Award.

The Company continued to provide office space and administrative support to the Prince’s Trust, and rented out the Castle Room in HOL’s offices to the private sector for meetings.

HOL’s Enterprise Centre in Alness, Ross-shire has continued to have 80% occupancy during the year.

A £750 award was given to the Most Promising Newcomer at the annual Highland and Islands Business Awards Lunch.

3. 
Financial Review

The audited accounts for the year ended 31 March 2005 for the Trust are shown in Appendix 1. The key points from them are set out below.

Company
£ Turnover
£ Net Income

HOL
773,213
25,108

HOIL
1,000
18,446

HOCL
1,000
(8,027)

HOEL
227,116
1,897

Total
1,002,329
37,424

Prior year adjustment

(31,015) 

HOL Group
1,002,329
6,410

Group turnover was static in relation to last year and net income was low at 0.5% of capital employed. ERDF grant income of £180,188 towards growth of the loan funds has been largely offset by HOL’s subsidy of the PSYBT agency, investment in the Public Tender project prior to the availability of external funding, support to the EIC and VAT reconciliation. The reversal of these trends is a strategic objective for the next financial year.

HOL received grants from the European Regional Development Fund to contribute towards the Employment Loan Fund, Community Enterprise Loan Fund and Public Tender project, together with a grant from the European Social Fund to contribute to the Recruit project.

Group capital and reserves have grown slightly from £1,347,053 to £1,384,478.In addition; HOCL has access to a £300,000 revolving overdraft facility from Social Investment Scotland.

Annual contribution from the Prince’s Scottish Youth Business Trust increased from £38,570 to £39,507. Income from The Highland Council for the delivery of business development activity was £115,500. This is the last year of index-linked income. In future years it will taper off to reflect the additional income which can be derived from a much larger asset base.
Consolidated group interest and investment income amounted to £48,019.

Although the HOL office building at 81a Castle Street is being depreciated over 20 years, given the rapid rise in Inverness property values since the purchase of the building, it can be expected that upon the first revaluation in 2007, there will be a significant increase in value.

4.
Operations Review

INVESTMENT OPERATIONS (including CELF, Caithness Fund and PSYBT match funding)

Number of businesses assisted


60

FTE jobs created or retained


142

Value of loan assistance approved

£560,750 (excluding loans withdrawn)
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GRANTS AND AWARDS

Three petrol stations have taken the Tank Testing Grant during the year, leaving £7,467 to be carried forward. A grant of £500 was made to Young Enterprise Scotland. A £750 award was given to the Most Promising Newcomer at the Highland Business Award Lunch.

THE CAITHNESS FUND

The Fund is owned by the Highland Council, managed by Highland Opportunity Limited and administered locally by the Caithness Fund Development Adviser who provides a dedicated aftercare service for all assisted businesses. The Financial Statements for the year ended 31 March 2005 for the Caithness Fund are attached at Appendix 3. During the year 2004/2005, 3 Caithness businesses were approved loan assistance totalling £27,500 from The Caithness Fund.

PRINCE’S SCOTTISH YOUTH BUSINESS TRUST (PSYBT)

Loan assistance totalling £54,250 was awarded to 17 PSYBT clients as 50% HOL funding alongside PSYBT. The Company continued to employ the PSYBT Regional Manager, David Knight. It supported him with administrative assistance and sponsored other expenses of hosting PSYBT in the Highlands. PSYBT businesses are encouraged to take part in the Shell LiveWIRE Awards, Royal Bank/PSYBT Awards and PSYBT’s sponsored prize in the Highland Business Award Lunch.

EUROPEAN PROJECT PORTFOLIO for the year:

BusTEN: UK partner in a trans-national project which aims to encourage business co-operation between companies within the EU and Accession countries. Project involves match-making events and trade fairs.

Public Tenders:  Managing an online sub-threshold tender information service.  Received further funding (Highland Council, HOL & ERDF) to continue to deliver and develop this service. Currently working closely with The Highland Council to encourage departments to advertise all small to medium sized contracts through this service.

EAT:  UK partner along with the Scottish Agricultural College to populate and promote a trans-national database on cattle-related information.

B2Fair:  UK partner in a project which is focussing on business opportunities for the metal/engineering sector. 

Local Co-operation: Co-ordinating a project to raise awareness of EU networks in the north of Scotland. Running information seminars (late 2004) and producing an information brochure. 

UK national EIC Network Conference: Organising the UK national conference in Inverness for EIC host agencies in the UK in 2004.

SIDERA: UK partner ins a trans-national project on preservation of skills in the European fishing industry.

ETIS: UK partner in a Europe-wide project to deliver sub-threshold public tender information to SMEs.
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5.
Targets and Future Plans

TARGETS FOR ALL ACTIVITIES

Target



Actual 2004/5

Investment operations

Number of assisted business


40



35

Jobs created or retained



120



107

Value of loan assistance approved

£300,000


£317,000

PSYBT

Number of assisted business


20



17

Jobs created or retained



30



25

Value of loan HOL assistance approved

£40,000


£54,250

Caithness Fund

Number of assisted business


3



3

Jobs created or retained



20



10

Value of loan assistance approved

£52,000


£27,500

CELF

Number of assisted communities

5



5

Value of loan assistance approved

200,000


189,500

European Business Services

Enquiries




2,000



1,625

Sales





250,000


161,520

FUTURE PLANS

The task ahead in 2005/6 is the consolidation of the HOL operations after the merger with Highland Prospect Limited and the Caithness Fund. There will be around £4.4 million of loan funds to manage, and there will be regional business advisors in Portree and Wick to employ. The Highland Council Employment Grants Scheme will be migrated into HOL by the end of 2005.

Opportunities will be sought to diversify HOL’s activities into the provision of service business space and wider project management activity aimed at business development.

In 2004 – 2008 HOL is managing a project called “Working for Families” which intends to spend £2.4 million to ensure that childcare is not a barrier to parents entering training education or employment.

The Recruit Project will extend to the end of 2005 and spin-off projects are planned to follow on. 

The Employment Loan Fund is expected to operate up to the end of 2005, adding £125,000 to the size of HOL’s loan funds for 2005/6 from ERDF grants.

Appendix 1 - Audited Statutory Accounts

Appendix 2- Caithness Fund Accounts

Appendix 3- List of businesses assisted by HOL

Generation 2
Climbing Wall 
Aviemore

Fruit of the Sea
Oyster Hatchery
Drumnadrochit

Croft Studio
Art Studio
Dunvegan

Paul Mounsey
Composer
Skye

Bloomberries
Market Garden
Marybank

Ronald Whyte
Contractor
Ballachulish

Waterbabies
Nursery
Fort William

Silverfjord Hotel
Hotel
Kingussie

The Hub 
Publishers
Inverness

Printsmith Lochaber Ltd
Printers
Fort William

Glenmore Catering
Outside Catering
Dulnain Bridge

Lochaber Farm Shop
Shop
Fort William

The Crannog Bistro
Restaurant
Bonar Bridge

MBT Agricultural Repairs
Repairs
Wick

AS&N Manson
Petrol Station
John O' Groats

R&G Bews
Recycling
Invergordon

JA Cameron
Carriers
Fort William

Strathspey Highland Ponies
Riding School
Rothiemurchus

Ideal W8 Club
Fitness
Inverness

Karen Macaskill
Boarding Kennels
Ardvassar

Island Divers
Fish Diving
Kyle

Wheelablity
Disabled Bike Sales
Strathpeffer

Escentuals
Beauty Products
Nairn

Whittles Publishing
Publishing
Dunbeath

Loch Shiel Cruises
Boating
Lochailort

Cromartie Timber
Sawmill
Strathpeffer

Hazell Passmore
Jeweller
Inverness

Ullinish Lodge
Hotel
Struan

Ecoventures
Tourism
Cromarty

Laura Ross
Catering
Tain

Vanessa Crowley
Garage
Scourie

DMS Blacksmiths
Blacksmith
Inverness

S&J Stewart
Pet Crematorium
Nairn

Cairngorm Signs
Sign Maker
Grantown

Isobel Kirkland
Curtain Maker
Aviemore

Martin Cameron
Joiner
Inverness

Michael Bonner
Builders
Golspie

Crofting Works
Tourism
Achiltibuie

Appendix 4- List of PSYBT businesses assisted by HOL

Bruce Robertson & Dylan Bentley, NDT services
Dingwall

Colin Prentice, Fisherman
Balintore

Robie Dunsmore, Musician
Dingwall

Fraser MacKintosh, Furniture Design and Manufacture
Newtownmore

Jamie Paterson, Gardener
Brora

Dochas, Band
Dingwall

Alex Lowe, Fabricator
Bonar Bridge

Scott Clarke, Fisherman
Mallaig

Neil Thomson, Distributor
Inverness

Neil Rollings, Fisherman
Ratagan

John Lavelle & Lawrence Hughes, Shop and Café
Ullapool

Carolyn Naisby, Chimneysweep
Culbokie

Kimberly Gardner, Beauty Salon
Inverness

Bryan Henderson, Roofer
Fort William

John Dodd, Mobile Fish Van
Lairg

Andrew Potter, Tree Surgeon
Boat of Garten

Angus Grant, Jewellery Design
Grantown on Spey

Appendix 5- List of Community Enterprises assisted by HOL

Helmsdale Golf Club

Helmsdale

Strathpeffer Golf Club

Strathpeffer

Averon Leisure

Invergordon

Torvean Golf Club

Inverness

Highland Football Academy

Inverness
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