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A model of an environmental business support network – evaluating a
partnership approach in Industrial South Wales
Introduction
In the United Kingdom, the 1990s has witnessed a proliferation of government
funded agencies, non governmental organisations, consultants, environmental
pressure groups and individuals providing support for business to improve
environmental performance. As business in the UK has shown a slow but increasing
commitment towards improved environmental performance, there has been a growth
in the number of organisations whose aim it is to provide companies with
environmental information, advice and support. The most common objectives of these
organisations are to raise awareness of environmental issues within companies, and to
facilitate the integration of environmental concerns into the management process.
This support has become increasingly targeted at Small and Medium Sized
Enterprises (SMEs), as they have been identified as having particular problems in
dealing with a range of economic and management problems (Bolton Report, 1971),
and having a lack of awareness and understanding of the environmental information
available to them (Hillary, 1995). Whilst the idea of supporting business to achieve
better environmental performance should be applauded, the increasing number and
diversity of organisations providing that support in the UK has led to a bewildering
picture for businesses, who are often confused about the type of support available and
how to gain access to it.
Partly in response to the confusion generated by the number of support services, there
has been a growing interest in developing collaboration between partners to provide
business support services at a local level. A local co-ordinated approach is thought to
be more effective than the traditional top down hierarchical bureaucratic approach
(Martin and Oztel, 1996:132). The movement towards partnerships also reflects the
continuing emphasis placed on co-operation and shared responsibility in the EU’s
Fifth Environmental Action Programme (CEC, 1996:18), which encourages business
and support agencies (NGOs) to work together to achieve improved environmental
performance. The move towards increased partnership between support agencies
would seem to be a logical step. Co-operation is likely to increase awareness and
knowledge of objectives and activities, as well as allowing effective targeting of client
groups reducing the duplication and overlapping of services provided. Co-ordination
can provide a “visible focus for small business support” within a local area (Moran,
1993:131). If co-operation is developed between partners submitting proposals for
funding of projects, conflicts of interest and duplication of funded projects should also
decrease. In short, co-operation between support agencies should produce a leaner and
fitter co-ordinated support network for businesses. It should result in a better level of
awareness of available support by the businesses it aims to serve, and should be more
easily accessible.
This paper examines the provision of support for business in the UK and more
specifically in Wales. It is based on research carried out during the implementation
period of a model of co-ordinated environmental business support between a number
of partner organisations in Wales. The research methodology was a series of
unstructured and structured interviews, face to face and telephone, with key actors in
the environmental business support network in Wales, and particularly those involved

with the implementation of the model. Further information was gathered from
archival material and analysis of data collected during the life of the project involved
with the model. The paper examines the parallels that can be drawn between
enterprise business support and environmental business support and identifies a
number of important differences. A description of the structure of environmental
business support in Wales is given, and the weaknesses of provision identified. The
paper goes on to introduce the development and implementation of a partnership
model of business support in Wales, and analyses the model in terms of the benefits it
has produced, and the problems it has encountered. In conclusion, the model is
critically evaluated as an attempt to improve environmental business support within a
region, and considers the lessons learned when assessing the transferability of such a
model to other regions in the UK or Europe.
Provision of support for business in the UK
There has been provision of support services for Small and Medium sized Enterprises
(SMEs) in the UK for over thirty years. Support has mostly been targeted at assisting
companies to improve their economic performance. The 1980s and early 1990s saw a
growth in the number of networks for business support. Government agencies,
training councils and information providers were drawn into semi-formal partnerships
aimed at encouraging businesses to develop their economic growth potential. There
has been a noticeable shift in the type of support that has been offered to businesses.
Stanworth and Gary (1991), in their review of small firms policy between the 1970s
and 1980s, suggest this shift has been from ‘hard’ assistance such as direct financial
help, to ‘soft’ assistance, notably in training, business information and advice.
Environmental support for business is a relatively new feature of the business support
sector. It has developed throughout the 1990s, but has only begun to play a more
substantial role in the business support system in the last three to four years. The
‘soft’ assistance that now characterises much of the economic support is also
dominant in environmental support; advice and information especially in relation to
environmental management issues, is very much the norm.
Segal Quince Wicksteed (1988:8), in reviewing enterprise or economic support for
business, identify three main types of organisation concerned with providing
information to firms at the local level. Environmental support organisations are also
divided into these three types. Segal Quince Wicksteed identify these organisational
types as totally public sector bodies (local and central government), non- profit
organisations (similar to the local enterprise agency model) and commercial business
services suppliers (in the economic case, these would be banks or accountants, in the
environmental sphere they are likely to be environmental consultants). Within a
region or even at a local level, there may be a number of agencies representing each
of these three types of organisational support. Some of these agencies may be part of a
highly structured network of support providers at a national or regional level. Some
are derived from local Authority initiatives. Others may be the product of a short term
project designed to focus on specific problems within an identified locality. In
addition, there may be a range of commercial companies competing for the attention
and custom of businesses seeking specialist advice.
As a result, the support for enterprise or economic issues facing the SME manager
now exhibits a complex pattern within the United Kingdom. The introduction of the

Training and Enterprise Councils (TECs) in the early 1990s to encourage enterprise
development, and latterly the Business Link initiative (in Wales this is known as
Business Connect), has provided a nation-wide coverage of business enterprise
support that is designed to enable companies to gain easy access to a range of
business services through a ‘one stop shop’ approach (Bennett, Wicks and McCoshan,
1994:222). In theory, the Business Link offices, TECs, Local Authorities and other
commercial or non profit agencies involved provide a co-ordinated network of general
and specialised business services available to every company in the country. In
reality, the picture is somewhat different. The rather ad-hoc way in which support has
developed in the UK, the variability in spatial provision, the diversity in specialisms
offered by different organisations and the difference in quality of support provided,
even within one agency network, has resulted in a bewildering provision of support
services that the average business manager finds it difficult to use to his best
advantage. Hutchinson and Chatson (1994:20) suggest that this profusion of support
agencies has mean that “support is probably the last thing they achieve in supplying”.
One of the main reasons for the confusion generated is that mechanisms for referral
between agencies have only recently begun to be developed and are still weak in
many localities. In addition, there are no formal means of integration between
agencies, it is often up to the individual agency to formulate priorities and define
areas of responsibility (Segal, Quince,Wicksteed, 1988:47). Many agencies who are
reliant on funding bodies for their continued existence may feel it necessary to
demonstrate to funders the quantity of work they do, and this may mean they are
somewhat reluctant to pass work on to other agencies, even if they have more
expertise or specialist knowledge. To develop a network in which agencies cooperate and co-ordinate to produce an integrated service that will provide the most
effective and efficient support for the customer companies is dependent on trust, good
relationships between key personnel in each agency, a recognition of common aims
and transparency of action and motive in relation to funding proposals for projects.
The difficulty in meeting all these criteria means that the situation in most localities is
still one of defensiveness between agencies trying to ensure their existence.
Comparisons between enterprise and environmental business support
As environmental support for business at a local or regional level is a recent
phenomenon in the UK, relatively little research has been carried out to identify the
patterns and problems characterising environmental support as distinct from those
identified in the provision of economic support. Economic business support has rather
different objectives to environmental support but there are similarities between them
and useful parallels may be drawn. One such similarity is the lack of co-ordination in
the growth of the support networks to be found within a region. Deakins (1996:137)
describes the development of the enterprise agency movement, for example, as “ad
hoc” and suggests that “the provision of support, spatially and vertically, is the result
of chance and accidents of geography”. A number of problems has arisen as a result
of this uncoordinated growth. One problem has been that a number of support services
provided by a range of organisations can develop within a region, but often operate at
a very local level. These organisations may have little knowledge about the other
organisations operating within their region, and have a low level of awareness about
the range of business support services and projects available to the companies that
they serve. This confusion appears within environmental business support networks in
much the same way as in the enterprise support networks. Chubb (1998:11), whilst

describing business environment networks (groups of businesses organised into clubs
for mutual support), identifies some of the essential problems characterising
environment business support networks when he points out that in many areas where
funding is plentiful, European Regional Development Fund areas in particular, “a
profusion of [Business Environment Networks] have established themselves, often
with overlapping boundaries.” He further argues that this may create “an atmosphere
of intense competition” between the different agencies, and that support becomes
involved in a “numbers game”, with SMEs developing an image of aggressive
competition between support agencies. This can often result in duplication of contact
to busy SME managers who rapidly become disillusioned with the lack of clarity
exhibited by the business support system. These companies may end up with a very
negative view of the whole concept of business support, and may take little advantage
of the benefits it does offer.
Stanworth and Gray (1991) give an early example that serves to illustrate the
difficulties in ensuring that companies have easy access to the range of services that
exist. The Small Firms Service, an advisory service for small businesses set up by the
Department of Employment in the late 1980s, showed that as other sources of advice
were developed at a local level, signposting of the Small Firms Service by local
agencies became less and less effective. The introduction of the Training and
Enterprise Councils (TECs) led to a transfer of the main point of contact to the Small
Firms Service, a telephone helpline, to the TECs in 1991. This transfer caused even
greater confusion. As Stanworth and Gray note, “the result of this shift from central
provision to local provision through the TECs appear to be that a single, easily
recognisable point of contact is being replaced with a confusing plethora [of
helplines], doing little to create a coherent system of small business support”
(Stanworth and Gray,1991:25).
One of the differences that does exist between economic and environmental business
support is that economic support has always been characterised by its rather general
nature. Many agencies and projects have offered general management and economic
advice and have had little to offer in the way of specific expert services.
Environmental business support, by its very nature, has a more focused range of
services that it can provide. In addition, economic support agencies have tended to be
reactive and have responded to perceived economic conditions within a region that
may not actually deliver the services or skills required by customer companies.
Environmental support services have had to take a more proactive approach as
‘selling the environment’ as an issue to companies has been more difficult than selling
growth and profit which has essentially been the task of the economic agencies. The
staff employed by the economic support agencies in the late 1980s and early 1990s
was often non specialised in nature; secondees and retirees often formed the bulk of
employees in these agencies, and were often people with general management
experience. This may have had an impact on the quality of the service offered to
business. Environmental support agencies have had to engage staff with at least a
degree of specialism in environmental matters, and this has resulted in a more focused
and targeted service available for businesses. Studies of economic support agencies
have therefore shown that a greater degree of co-operation and co-ordination is
needed between agencies to provide a truly effective service to companies.
Environmental support agencies need to take note of this concern, as well as building
on the strengths they possess in terms of staff environmental expertise.

Environmental business support in Wales
Environmental business support has only developed in Wales very recently, as the
attention of organisations, including specialised environmental organisations, has
begun to focus on the business community in the last four years. The current structure
of environmental business support in the country is on three levels as shown in Figure
1. At the top are the Welsh Office and the Welsh Development Agency (WDA).
These bodies have some influence over the direction of environmental business
support in the country, not least because they are often the channels through which
funding is delivered to other agencies. The Environment Agency influences the
direction of business support through its enforcement of regulation, but also as a
funding body, and has declared its intention to become much more directly involved
in a business support role in the future. At the second level there are the main business
environment support agencies. The two main agencies are the Wales Environment
Centre (WEC) and the Groundwork Trusts, both of which offer a range of similar
services to businesses. There are also a range of other organisations and projects,
some of an economic nature, others environmental, that provide services. There is
some duplication of the services offered by the WEC and Groundwork, as well as
more specialised support, for example, waste management, energy management and
effluent control.
At the third level lie the Local Authorities. This group of support providers tend to
exist of the periphery of the support network. They are generally poorly funded and
few Welsh Local Authorities have had sufficient resources to develop extensive
support programmes for local business. There are some exceptions with a small
number of more proactive authorities who have developed initiatives for local
businesses, often in the area of waste minimisation or recycling. There is some cooperation between the main environment business support agencies, such as the WEC
and some Local Authorities, but to date it has been small scale.
A number of weaknesses have characterised environmental business support in
Wales, much as they have environmental and economic business support elsewhere in
the UK. There has been duplication of services and projects often with the same or
very similar objectives. Some regions of the country have suffered from a lack of
provision whilst others appear over provided. It has become apparent that even people
engaged in providing funding at the very top levels of political administration are not
always fully aware of all of the organisations, programmes and projects aimed at
improving the environmental performance of business in Wales. Lower levels in the
hierarchy of support provision are often even less clear about what other organisations
exist, and what support they are providing. Not only has this led to some duplication
in services provided, but agencies are often unaware of the nature and detail of
proposals for funding submitted by other agencies, and a degree of conflict has arisen
between these different support agencies.
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Figure 1 : Simplified Structure of Environmental Business Support in Wales
In Wales, incoherency in support provision is an acknowledged problem. Baylis,
Connell and Flynn (1997:22), in their large scale analysis of data gathered from SMEs
and large companies in Industrial South Wales, showed that companies identified a
large range of organisations providing them with environmental information and
advice. Business support organisations, whether those designed to provide mainly
economic advice but with a signposting role to environmental information, or those
that offered environmental information directly to business did not perform well in the
eyes of Welsh SMEs. Only one agency, the Wales Environment Centre in tenth place,
was one of the top eleven organisations identified (out of a total of twenty two named
sources of advice), whilst the other environmental business support organisations
were in the fourteenth to twentieth places. SMEs in fact identified waste management
companies, Local Authority Environmental Health Officers, a water supply company
and books and journals as being far more useful. The reasons for such an apparent
lack of interest or knowledge about environmental support agencies centres around
the confusion that exists in communicating agency identity to SME managers, and in
the weak referral system from economic agencies, who have traditionally had the
most contact with companies. Baylis, Connell and Flynn suggest that their work
confirms the findings of Christie et al in their assertion that “external advice and
information services may not be seen as useful or approachable, especially by SMEs
short of time and finance for seeking advice” (Christie et al, 1995:78 cited in Baylis,
Connell and Flynn, 1997:23).

To move efficiently towards improved environmental performance in business and to
achieve a measure of sustainability in Wales, the provision of support requires coordination and integration between support organisations. A co-ordinated network of
service providers could offer a comprehensive range of supporting services to address
all environmental aspects including training, information, advice, contacts, pilot
programmes and financial assistance. In 1996 an attempt was made to bring some
order to the confusion by the development of a partnership between some of the main
environmental support providers to more effectively target funding for research and
support programmes. As an extension of the partnership, a project was set up to
provide focused environmental support for small and medium sized enterprises in
South Wales.
The Environmental Services Partnership Model
The lack of co-ordination between environmental business support providers in Wales
has been recognised by a number of practitioners in the field, academics, and
administrators working within the WDA and the Welsh Office. As a result, a decision
was reached to bring together “for the first time in the UK, a partnership between the
academic expertise of colleges and universities, business support groups and practical
environmental management organisations to help small businesses [in South Wales]
to improve their environmental awareness and performance.” (Environmental
Services Partnership, 1997c). The model was initiated in 1996 and is due to end in
December 1998.
The Environmental Services Partnership (ESP) was a model designed to work on two
levels as shown in Figure 2. At the top level, the ESP Steering Group aimed to draw
together a range of organisations that regularly sought funding from the European
Regional Development Fund. These organisations included University departmental
research groups from two Universities, a local tertiary college, business and
environmental non profit support agencies, such as Innovation Wales, Groundwork
and the Wales Environment Centre, an environmental consultant and the Welsh
Development Agency. All of these agencies had submitted proposals for ERDF
funding prior to the development of the ESP. These funding proposals were
developed individually by each organisation and usually with little or no reference to
the applications being submitted by other agencies. As a result, there was often
duplication of ideas and some similarity between proposals, leading at times to a
conflict of interest between different agencies, especially if funding was gained by
one project proposal and not another, similar, proposal. The ESP Steering Group was
set up as a “forum consisting of organisations in receipt of European funds that were
specifically targeted at improving the environmental awareness and performance of
SMEs is South Wales”. (ESP Information Sheet, 1997). It aimed to reduce the
duplication and the conflict of interest that had arisen as a result of the previous
approach to funding. The partners were to meet formally every two months to discuss
project activity and related issues, especially in relation to submission of applications
for ERDF funding.
The second level of the Environmental Services Partnership model was a partnered
project designed to provide free environmental business support to a large number of
SMEs in South Wales. The project received funding from the ERDF. One of the main
objectives of the project was to provide SMEs with a single point of contact through

which they could access a number of the main environmental business support
agencies existing in Wales. The Director of Innovation Wales, the main administrator
of the ESP project, suggested that the model was distinct from environmental business
support networks that exist elsewhere in the UK because;
“each of our partners are experts in their own right but until now, each partner
presented similar services under separate flags...but now we can cut out the
duplication and present a coherent service to small businesses across South Wales.
We all want to help SMEs to improve their environmental awareness and
performance, together as a Partnership, our message is clearer and we can do a
much better job.” (Environmental Services Partnership, 1997)
The project was delivered through Innovation Wales, a non profit organisation which
was originally set up to stimulate innovation amongst companies in Wales. Innovation
Wales had made slow progress in fulfilling its original objectives, and the ESP project
would provide it with a major funded initiative that would guarantee its existence at
least until the end of 1998. Innovation Wales was chosen as the project deliverer
because the original proposal for funding had come from people working within the
agency. The choice of Innovation Wales was not a move greeted with universal
acclaim. In fact, the Welsh Office was quite clear about its wishes in the matter; it
wanted the Welsh Office funded one stop shop Business Connect network to deliver
the project. Business Connect would seem to be a logical choice of service deliverer,
but in fact could have had little more than an initial signposting role to a small number
of environmental business support agencies. Telephone interviews carried out with
each Business Connect office in Wales revealed that there were no staff with
environmental expertise available to provide direct support, and that the level of
awareness of ongoing environmental business support initiatives and programmes was
very limited.
Despite the wishes of the Welsh Office the project was allowed to stay with
Innovation Wales, who contracted the administration of the project to the WEC. The
WEC was set up as part of the Arena Network which itself was set up under the
Business in the Community in Wales initiative. Seven of the ESP Group members
were then invited to provide a representative of their organisation to work as an
Environmental Adviser to deliver the project to the SME community. The number of
advisers has fluctuated slightly during the life of the project with a maximum of
eleven people attached to the project.
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The ESP project had a range of objectives and targets that it had to achieve by the end
of 1998. The objectives were to;
•
•
•
•

Raise the awareness of environmental issues throughout the SME business
community;
Assist businesses to manage their activities in a more environmentally
responsible manner;
Encourage businesses to manage their resources more sustainably and;
Assist businesses to be more competitive by cutting costs and improving their
market image.

To achieve these objectives the project was required to meet a number of targets,
these included: visiting 2000 SMEs by the end of 1998 to provide assistance on
environmental legislation, technology and supporting services; to establish network
groups to facilitate best practice; to establish two supply chains to bring suppliers and
customers together; and to support 2000 SMEs in improving product and process
efficiencies, innovation improvements and marketing assistance where feasible. The
environmental advisers were to contact and visit set numbers of companies. During
the visit made to a company the adviser would be expected to discuss the full range of
environmental issues. He or she would carry out a simple environmental site audit to
identify specific problems facing the company, and would follow up the visit with a
written report detailing actions that the company could take to improve their
environmental performance., This report would, where appropriate, name the
member agencies of the ESP project as service providers for particular problems. For
the benefit of the ESP member agencies, advisers were also required to write a report
on the performance of each company visited, and this information was contained in a
database accessible to each agency.
Benefits of the ESP Model
The ESP Group showed early indications of beneficial outcomes. Meetings during
1996 and 1997 indicated a clear commitment by the partner agencies to the idea of coordination of funding proposals. At these meetings agency representatives provided
information about proposals they wished to submit and were open to discussion when
potential conflicts with the work of other agencies arose. However, the beneficial
outcomes have been much more tangible for the business support project than for the
overarching partnership on funding. To date, approximately 1400 SMEs have been
visited by the environmental advisers working for the project. While much of the
work done has been of an advisory nature, a number of companies have shown
evidence of acting on the advice given. A small number of environmental reviews
have been undertaken, and there has been increased interest in environmental
management systems, the writing of environmental policies and increased attention to
compliance with environmental regulation, notably the 1997 Packaging Waste
regulations. There is clear evidence that companies have valued the assistance offered
by the ESP project. Figure 3 shows the network connections offered to and used by
one company visited as part of the project.

Figure 3: Connections for SMEs to the environmental business support network
through the Environmental Services Partnership Project
A manager of Euro Quality Coatings suggested that “ESP has provided the support
and incentive to make us invest in the environment and the future” (Environmental
Services Partnership, 1998:12). A further beneficial outcome of the project has been
the development of links between the environmental advisers representing each
member agency. Through group training meetings and monthly up date meeting, this
group of people has made an effort to maintain communications. One result of this
has been a strong working relationship that has encouraged the pooling of information
and the effective referral of companies and company problems between agencies. At
this level, advisers have commented that they “have gained much more knowledge
about other support agencies” and that “awareness amongst SMEs about agencies and
about environmental issues has been good” (comments from interviews with
environmental advisers in September 1998).
Weaknesses of the ESP Model
The main area of weakness appears to lie with the ESP Steering Group level of the
model. The different agencies, which were ostensibly committed to discussing their
funding proposals openly with the other members of the group, have not all found it
easy to put their own agendas to one side. Whilst intentions may have been good at
the outset, the latter stages of the implementation of the model have witnessed a
significant withdrawing of interest in continuing the exercise, and a return to the less

open funding application situation that existed before the advent of the ESP. A
comment by one of the representatives attending the ESP Group meetings was that
“[the ESP Group} has not broken down barriers…[and people] find it difficult to lay
aside their own agendas”. A clear illustration of this lessening of commitment is the
lack of ESP Group meetings held in 1998. The most recent meeting of the ESP Group
was held in September 1997, and since that time the members of the group, whilst
individually agreeing that the co-ordination of business support services is necessary,
have shown a marked disinclination to continue sharing information regarding their
submission proposals for funding.
Causes of dissension and the partial return to the situation that existed previous to the
ESP are clearly related to personality and the desire to retain status and power within
the support network. One of the main organisations involved in the ESP project has
been the Wales Environment Centre. The WEC is generally recognised in Wales as
one of the central organisations involved in providing business environment support,
and has itself been involved in a partnership with a number of other organisations of a
government (national and local) and commercial and business support nature. These
include the WDA, the DBRW, the TECs in Wales, Business Connect, Environment
Agency Wales, BP Chemicals, British Steel Strip Products and Local Authorities
(Business in Wales, 1998:24). It had not, up until the development of the ESP, been
involved in a formal partnership with other environment business support providers.
It, along with other agencies involved in the project, has indicated on more than one
occasion that there are difficulties in working with people providing similar services
especially when the perception of the quality of work carried out by these other
agencies is not very positive. The Group or the Project activities of the ESP may have
enlightened members about the services offered by other agencies, but as one agency
employee has stated, “it has not made me esteem them any higher”.
Funding has been another cause of dissension. The ESP project being funded through
the ERDF required match funding, and this was a continual problem for all of the
agencies involved. It may have been instrumental in the dissolution of the contract
between Innovation Wales and the WEC which occurred in March 1998, as the latter
organisation felt it could not provide further match funding and declined to continue
in its role as project administrator. The picture may have been more complex. One of
the representatives on the ESP Steering Group felt that the WEC had in fact used the
funding issue as an excuse to pull out of the contract because it was unhappy about
the position it placed the WEC in with the Welsh Office. As the Welsh Office had
never been completely happy with the delivery of the project through an organisation
other than Business Connect, the WEC may have felt that their continued association
with the ESP project put them in an awkward position with their main funder. Other
members of the Steering Group felt that there was a further danger associated with the
funding of agencies that were essentially going to carry out activities that may have
equally been undertaken by commercial consultancies. The question was asked as to
whether public money should be spent on services which should be provided by
consultants (comment from telephone interview with ESP Steering Group
representative). A valid comment from the point of view of commercial organisations,
but one which also highlights the problems associated with crossing boundaries of
responsibility between agencies.

An illustration of the funding problem is provided by the discussion that surrounded
the idea of a constitution for the ESP. There was “extensive discussion” in 1996 to
determine whether a formal constitution was needed. The discussion within the ESP
centred around the argument that a formal constitution would “assist in obtaining
matched funding and [would] provide a focus for services when ERDF ended.”
(Environmental Services Partnership, 1997d). The issue of whether the ESP should
have a constitution was never resolved, and was a pivotal weakness as it meant the
continuation of the partnership beyond the European funding of the ESP project to the
end of 1998 was never assured.
The ESP project also suffered from a range of problems. The lack of clear
communication, and latterly commitment, between the ESP Group and the
environmental advisers working on the ESP project was disappointing. One
environmental adviser felt that he had “little awareness of what the Group does”,
whilst another adviser commented that the Steering Group “could have been more
supportive and involved…[and that] a greater flow of information could have been
directed to the ESP Project” (comments from interviews with environmental advisers
in September 1998). There appeared to be a general feeling that the problems
besetting the ESP Group had a negative influence on the Project, both in terms of
support and communication, but also in leaving those people working on the Project
unclear about the relationship between the agencies.
There were also problems relating to the administration of the ESP Project. The
Steering Group did not appear to have given sufficient consideration to the logistical
requirements of implementing such a large scale project. One environmental adviser
felt that the Group “underestimated the level of co-ordination that was going to be
required”. As a result, the provision of company information for contact purposes and
the development of an accessible Web based database for member agencies suffered
from continual problems, although the company contact issue was mainly resolved by
the use of a telemarketing company to arrange the visits for environmental advisers.
Thus, while there have been clear benefits from the implementation of the model,
there have been substantial weaknesses which, whilst not affecting the service
provided to companies, may have had negative impacts on the relationship between
agencies.
Conclusions
The Environmental Services Partnership model implemented in Wales has been a
brave attempt to address some of the issues that characterise environmental, and
economic, business support networks in the UK in recent years. It set out to try and
co-ordinate action on a number of levels, notably by establishing a forum in which
potential conflicts in funding applications could be discussed and hopefully resolved,
but also by providing a business support network which provided a single point of
contact for businesses offering easy access to a range of support organisations.
The model appears to have both succeeded and failed on a number of levels, but the
failures have caused associated failures or weaknesses to appear in other parts of the
model. Where the project has succeeded is in contacting, visiting and providing
environmental support to a very large number of companies in South Wales. To date
such a widescale impact on the SME community has not been equalled in the UK.

Co-operation has developed between the environmental advisers delivering the
Project to SMEs, and these relationships show signs of continuing beyond the life of
the Project. Agency employees have become more aware of the other support services
being offered to companies and have become more sensitive of the need to share ideas
and resources to achieve efficiency in delivering assistance to companies.
These tangible successes have, however, been overshadowed to some extent by the
obvious failures of the implementation of the ESP model. The concept on which the
model is built is good, but it did not take account of the strong personalities of agency
managers who have struggled to reconcile their desire for co-operation with their need
to retain agency status. As each agency depends on funding, often relatively short
term, and often from funding bodies such as the ERDF, they have been under constant
pressure to respond to the ‘quantity not quality’ mentality that seems to dominate
many of the project proposals that find favour with the funding bodies. In an
increasingly saturated market, such as that now starting to exist in environmental
business support for SMEs in Wales, there is no real motivation for agencies to
voluntarily place themselves in a position that may erode their stature in the eyes of
the funding bodies. Instead, this climate of competition appears calculated to make
agencies more territorial about their areas of responsibility, and defensive in situations
which require them to release that responsibility to other agencies. While the
environmental support agencies freely admit that a co-ordinated approach to funding
would provide a more focused and potentially efficient service for business, it is very
difficult for them to expose themselves to any action that may reduce their influence
or status within the overall environmental business support network in the country.
Although the criticisms levelled at the implementation of the model appear to
outweigh the apparent benefits it has produced, the potential for benefits to accrue do
exist. To assure success, however, certain factors would need to be considered more
fully than they appear to have been in the Welsh case. The issues surrounding agency
responsibility and control of resources needs to be brought to the attention of all
agency members before the start of any part of the model, either steering group or
business support project. Clear ground rules need to be put in place to ensure that no
one group derives more or less benefit from the actions taken, and emphasis must be
placed on the need for greater transparency and trust in agency relationships. The
administration of the business support project needs to recognise the logistical
demands placed on agency members, and communication between the steering group
and the business support group, between agency managers and between
environmental advisers needs to be developed in a structured way to encourage
continued and effective communication thus avoiding some of the reasons for the
breakdown of relationships.
As to the transferability of the model from one region to another, either in the UK or
Europe, the principles which underlie the development of the model are sound. It is
recognised by many agency managers, advisers and other network actors that coordination and co-operation are inevitable if greater efficiency and effectiveness in
supporting business to improve its environmental performance is to be achieved.
Whether this is through the medium of the one stop shop or through closer
relationships between a range of national and local agencies depends on the current
structure and form of networks within a region. In some European countries, the
business support networks that already exist are much more structured and coherent

than those found in the UK. If such a model was to be implemented in another region
of the UK, the weaknesses that have characterised its use in Wales would need to be
fully addressed if benefits were to be gained. The main problems that face the
implementation of such a model are that in many cases, whether in the UK or
elsewhere, substantial changes in the way business support agencies are funded are
necessary. The current ethos of funding by quantitative result does not encourage the
development of quality services. If agencies are constantly under pressure to produce
results ‘by numbers’, they have little motivation to co-ordinate their efforts with those
of other agencies; the market becomes too competitive as many agencies struggle to
increase their client group amongst a limited number of companies. It is also difficult
to effect a necessary change in the management culture of agencies. While many are
non profit organisations, the managers are often people with commercial management
experience. They may find it difficult to divest themselves of the competitive nature
inherent in business management, as co-operation between businesses to deliver
products or services is not a common occurrence. As a result, administering a large
scale project between a number of agencies requires a culture of communication and
co-operation that, in the UK at least, is very weakly developed.
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