REVIEWS OF THE DTI – UNDERSTANDING CUSTOMER VIEWS

Response submitted by the Scottish Council for Development and Industry via DTI’s Feedback Questionnaire

Section 1 – The DTI today

1.1 What is your general impression of the DTI?

Remote, still bureaucratic and still questioning its role.

1.2  What do you think the DTI does and for whom?

The DTI purports to be in the business of designing strategy to ensure that the UK improves its international competitiveness through facilitating an environment which encourages enterprise, innovation, skills and internationalisation of business. At the same time, DTI engages in the delivery of programmes directly, through partnerships or through intermediary agencies. In view of this mix of activities it is unclear what the target audience is.

1.3  How effectively do you think the DTI communicates what it does?

The DTI produces a wide range of professionally designed brochures, advertising the range of programmes available. It also has a considerable array of information accessible through its website. However, DTI could not be considered a successful communicator of its programmes or its strategic thinking to those businesses it is seeking to influence. There remains confusion about programme delivery, and it is frequently difficult to access detailed, practical information beyond the general information available. The Department has to decide whether its role is communicating and monitoring strategy or whether it is delivering services.

1.4  Have you used the DTI or its services in any way and if so what did that help mean for you?

SCDI has been engaged for 40 years in organising outward trade missions, the vast majority of which are supported through the DTI (now TradePartners UK) scheme. SCDI has submitted views regularly on the objectives and effectiveness of this scheme, most recently during a consultation review in 2000. While SCDI’s submission was acknowledged, and it was suggested that senior Departmental officials would discuss our concerns with us, this has never happened. It was particularly disappointing that, during the same year, the Department made no effort to recognise SCDI’s 300th trade mission which visited Japan in November. Maintaining productive relationships now seems to be more difficult than before, partly due to the much wider range of contacts we have to deal with in the Department. The relationship is essentially a “postbox” service, and we find the ever-changing focus on priority markets and sectors an obstacle rather than a help.

1.5  What are the key obstacles to effective working in the DTI?

Key obstacles include a continuing bureaucracy in the administration of programmes and a frequent lack of understanding about the way companies operate in reality. DTI still gives the impression of being a monolithic and remote organisation to many companies. Also, while most economic development activities in Scotland are now devolved to the Scottish Executive, DTI still has a role in delivering UK progammes in Scotland and needs to understand better the changed environment and partnership arrangements in Scotland.

1.6  In your opinion what does the DTI do well?

DTI now provides a wealth of information available on its website (and that of Trade Partners UK). Both are easy to navigate and a helpful first point of call. DTI is responsible for some good schemes of assistance to industry. The Department also has many enthusiastic staff, who in recent years have been given more autonomy for using initiative and shaping projects.

1.7  In your opinion what does the DTI do badly?

Assistance schemes to industry are neither promoted nor targeted effectively. The delivery of initiatives does not usually match the quality of the strategy. DTI needs to be more effective in its responsibilties for assessing the impact of regulation, and ensuring that the climate for economic growth is not stifled by an excessive zeal for ever expanding regulation. At the same time, DTI must ensure the partnership working which will ensure economic growth to support social aspirations. The range of partners DTI engages in such dialogue is too narrow.

1.8  Are you aware of any other organisations that perform or cpuld perform similar activities just as well or better?

There are many agencies which could deliver DTI programmes more effectively and, particularly, which could shape these to respond to varying economic conditions and requirements locally. DTI’s most effective role would be as a catalyst, provider of funding to deliver strategic objectives, and evaluator of progress against strategy. An example would be the National Languages for Export campaign – a strategic skills and competitiveness issue, but one which could best be delivered by funding SCDI and other regional coordinators to undertake themselves. The current scheme is not sensitive to unique features in Scotland, particularly in the education sector.

Section 2 – A successful DTI

2.1  How would you like the DTI to help business?

DTI’s key role should be as principal advocate within Whitehall for creating an appropriate environment for UK business to flourish. As the delivery of all other Government services is dependent on economic growth fuelled by successful and internationally competitive businesses, this is not a task to be underestimated. The most effective way for DTI to help business would be to succeed in this role. It is not doing so, and perceived as being outwith the tier of Whitehall Ministries demonstrating real clout.

2.2  What should the DTI’s priorities be in the future?

Committing Government to measures which will improve the UK’s international competitiveness. DTI should be pursuing international benchmarking in order to address and remedy the UK’s competitive weaknesses. It should be facilitating enterprise, innovation and skills. It has a major role to play in the lifelong learning arena, and this should not be the sole province of DfEE. The devolved administration in Scotland has recognised the need to bring enterprise and lifelong learning into an integrated structure, and this may be the way ahead throughout the UK.

2.3  How could the DTI make you more aware of what it does?

By being more consistent about its role and objectives. Perhaps the Department is trying to cover too wide a range of responsibilities, including delivery of services, and not doing justice to these.

2.4  What types of initiatives should the DTI offer in the future?

Funding those best placed to help deliver the Department’s strategic objectives.

2.5  How should the DTI deliver these programmes?

The DTI cannot be sufficiently close to the company base to deliver all its programmes. It can, however, have an enabling role in promoting business competitiveness.

2.6  If you could change one thing about DTI what would it be?

Ask the DTI to focus on the large issues of competitiveness and enterprise, and gain credibility as an advocate of these issues within the heart of Government.

2.7  If you had the opportunity to talk to the Secretary of State for Trade and Industry what would be your key message regarding the DTI?

DTI has the opportunity to be a key advocate for business and enterprise in setting the Government’s agenda. It is not yet perceived as having matched these aspirations. At the same time, there is an impression that counterpart Ministries in some competitor countries pull much greater weight and are more successful in supporting their industries. DTI should either be up there, or not exist at all. The objective should be that the UK increases its international market share, and that may well be the measurement on which DTI’s effectiveness is judged.

I McTaggart

31 August 2001

(submitted electronically)

SCDI also had the opportunity to give oral evidence to a consultation workshop held on 30 August 2001.
