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1. Purpose of Report

1.1 The purpose of this report is to update committee on the findings contained in the external
evaluation for Starting Point 'The Shop' (SP) and to agree that Planning & Regeneration,
along with Town Centre Activities Ltd (TCA) as lead organisation, give further consideration
to the recommendations contained in this report outlined at section 3.3 below.

2. Background

2.1 Starting Point is a shop unit located on Graham Street in Airdrie town centre which opened
in October 2013. SP offers start−up or young businesses incubation space within a town
centre location, with a view to growing and developing such that they will be able to
progress into their own town centre unit upon leaving.

2.2 In September 2013, the committee agreed to fund the project until the 31st March 2015
allocating £153,462 from the Council's Regeneration budget; ERDF grant funding under
the Business Gateway Plus project (BG+) contributed £50,940 and TCA made up the
remaining balance of £114,106

2.3 The opportunity to extend the BG+ ERDF project was approved by Scottish Government
and funding was available within existing council and TCA budgets in−line with this
timescale to continue SP to 30th September 2015. The cost of the extension is £79,327 of
which £38,538 is being funded from the Council's Regeneration budget; £15,767 from
ERDF grant funding under the Business Gateway Plus project (BG+), and the remaining
£25,022 from TCA.

2.4 To inform the future of business services and improve integration across the council and
partner agencies, Planning & Regeneration has undertaken an external evaluation of its
range of business programmes. As part of this, following a successful tender process,
(which was developed, scored and jointly funded by the council and TCA), EKOS Limited
was appointed to undertake work to evaluate SP. The purpose of the evaluation was to:

• assess the effectiveness and impact of Starting Point 'The Shop';
• assess the appropriateness and relevance of the current delivery model, service

specification, targets and deliverables and
• assess 'best value'.

3. Evaluation Findings

3.1 The external evaluation concluded that whilst SP is operating well (although not as
originally envisaged), there have been relatively small returns in the way of quantifiable
economic impacts. Further, given the high costs and relatively low returns of the project



(added to the pressures on public sector funding), future delivery options require careful
consideration i.e. the level of investment required to continue SP in its current format
versus the additional economic activity and improved sustainability − new jobs and
turnover. An executive summary of the evaluation is attached at Appendix 1 of this report.

3.2 The research found that, businesses who have engaged in the project report 'softer
impacts' such as increased confidence in their business idea or business survival as a
result of their time at SP. One of the most commonly identified benefits was that
businesses had been able to test commercial viability of their products I ideas and SP has
delivered for those businesses who sought space looking to grow their business and
access new customers I markets.

3.3 The report recommended that the council considers a 6 month exit strategy or considers
the following alternative delivery mechanisms:

1. Test the feasibility of SP continuing to operate as a multi−tenant unit with direct access
to support from TCA and Business Gateway, although tenants would be charged
commercial rent / rates

2. Operate SP as a 6 months pilot (which, if successful, could be delivered across all NL
town centres) for a 'pop−up shop' which provides direct support to town centre business
e.g. marketing, 'shop doctor', website I on−line presence support, etc.

4. Financial considerations

4.1 The council has currently committed funding for SP until September 2015 (through an
extension to the ERDF funding) and is open to consider potential options for targeted
incubation space for local start−up or young business. Moving forward, service delivery
options would be in keeping with delivering on 'best value', service integration and strategic
fit in−line the overall business support package and funding available moving forward. The
business case for future delivery options would require to evidence meeting local business
start−up needs, adding value to the North Lanarkshire economy and town centre
development and adding value to existing local authority and business support services.

4.2 In order that the options can be fully considered, it is proposed that a further project
extension to 31 March 2016 is agreed. The additional costs of this will be £88,668 which
will be met by £57,838 from Council Regeneration budgets and £30,830 from TCA.

5. Recommendations

5.1 It is recommended that:

i. Committee note the evaluation findings summarised in this report and attached in
the executive summary at Appendix 1.

ii. Committee agree to continue to fund the project to 31 March 2016
iii. Committee agrees to accept a further options appraisal report with costings for

activity beyond 31 March 2016 based on the options set out in section 3.3 above.

Shirley Linton
Head of Planning & Regeneration

Local Government Access to Information Act: for further information please contact Yvonne Weir at Tel 01236 632864



Appendix I

Starting Point

Starting Point is a shop unit located on Graham Street in Airdrie town centre, which opened in
October 2013. Starting Point offers start−up or young businesses incubation space within a town
centre location, with a view to growing and developing such that they will be able to progress into
their own town centre unit upon leaving. A total of 19 businesses have taken space in Starting
Point to date, with eight in the initial phase. Of those who have since moved on, four have
progressed into their own town centre premises within Airdrie.

The first intake of businesses was on a fixed six month scale, which meant that all tenants left at
the same time and Starting Point was closed for a brief time to reallocate these units. To improve
performance, it was recognised that closing the shop for a period of time had a negative impact,
and since then, tenancy has been awarded on a more fluid basis. Further improvements between
the first and second phase have included the appointment of a new project manager and the
installation of a central till point.

Performance has generally been good, outperforming targets in terms of both business starts, and
gross jobs created (119% and 117% achievement rates, respectively). The programme has run at
a slight overspend to date, with total expenditure to date £89,009 (7% over−budget). Further, when
premises costs are considered, total expenditure from Q2 2013/2014 to Q3 2014/2015 was
£194,984 (annual premises costs are fixed at £70,650).

Again, tenant feedback was generally positive, and there is a high utilisation rate of Starting Point
in terms of the hours/days present. The main drivers for businesses taking space in Starting Point
were; that it is a valuable opportunity for shop space, and it provided tenants an opportunity test
whether or not their business idea would work.

Tenancy at Starting Point has had positive impacts in terms of allowing businesses to test
commercial viability and increasing confidence regarding business survival. There have, however,
been relatively little in terms of direct economic impacts, with only one business each reporting
increases in either employment or turnover.

There have, however, been timescale additionality impacts and one business would not have
started up had the support from Starting Point not been available. Starting Point was set up to
decrease the number of vacant units in town centres across North Lanarkshire. The initial project
had a six month incubation period in Starting Point and thereafter businesses would make the
transition to taking their own town centre premises, further reducing the number of vacant units.
Starting Point was designed as a targeted growth incubation centre. A total of four businesses that
have left Starting Point have moved into their own premises to date − these businesses moved
into a shared space within Airdrie town centre.

Conclusions and Recommendations

Starting Point has changed somewhat from what it was first targeted to be. There seems now to be a
focus on using the space for testing business ideas or products, rather than on developing businesses
to be able to progress to their own town centre premises after their tenancy. This is likely to be
because of the types of businesses who utilise space there − more mature businesses are perhaps
more likely to progress to their own premises.

There have been issues with the branding and marketing of Starting Point and as to what exactly
is on offer to potential customers and town centre users. TCA have been active in promoting and
marketing Starting Point, and there is still perhaps scope for greater clarity and promotion.

The costs associated with Starting Point are high, particularly if considered against the low levels
of economic impact returned in terms of net additional jobs and turnover. Feedback suggests that



the economic returns could be greater if more mature businesses were encouraged to take space
at Starting Point.
Further, other intended outcomes have been modest in terms of the number of businesses who
have moved into their own premises since leaving Starting Point − again, more mature businesses
are likely to be those who are now prepared to take the next step of moving into their own
premises.

NLC have committed funding for Starting Point until September 2015 (through an extension to the
ERDF funding), and are looking to consider potential options beyond that period. Given the high
costs and relatively low returns of the project, coupled with continued pressures on public sector
funding, it is recommended that NLC considers a six month exit strategy, and reallocates funding
for the project to existing portfolio projects, or consider alternative delivery mechanisms. These
could include, but are not limited to:

• continuing to operate as a multi−tenant unit, however charged on a commercial
basis; or

• operating as a six month pilot 'pop−up' shop, providing support to town centre
business


