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SCRUTINY COMMITTEE REPORT

To:  Chair, Ladies and Gentlemen

Enterprise and Business Support

1.0 SUMMARY OF THE REPORT:

1.1 The purpose of this report is to update Scrutiny Committee regarding the 
development of key components of work relating to enterprise and business support 
provided by the Community Regeneration Department over the past year.

1.2 The report outlines key developments surrounding support for the social enterprise 
sector, update on progress of Orbit Business Centre and outlines the various 
initiatives that have taken place in Merthyr Tydfil Town Centre. 

1.3 This report outlines the progress made regarding the projects outlined above and 
highlights the next steps and priority pieces of work for each initiative over the next 
12 months. 

2.0 RECOMMENDATION(S)

2.1 That the Scrutiny Committee identifies any further information they would like to 
receive 

2.2 That the Scrutiny Committee notes the contents of this report.
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Report Author Ryan Barry & Chris Long
Service Area Community Regeneration
Committee Date 16th January 2018



3.0 INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

3.1 The Community Regeneration Department are recognised as being the main section 
of the Council that directly supports all types of businesses that are located within 
the County Borough.  This support comes in various forms which range from unique 
grant opportunities to direct business support for social enterprises.  

3.2 In terms of support to the social enterprise sector the Community Regeneration 
Department coordinates the Merthyr Tydfil Social Enterprise Network (MTSEN) 
which is made-up of key support agencies.  Furthermore, the department is currently 
leading on the development of a new Social Enterprise Strategy which will be driven 
by the MTSEN members in order to evolve the social enterprise sector going 
forward.

3.3 The Orbit Business Centre is a multi-use professional, modern business centre and 
has been providing business accommodation and support services for all sectors of 
enterprises since 2008. The facility provides the following services:

 Serviced offices for start-up businesses
 Serviced offices for large organisations
 Hot-desk facilities
 Large conferencing facilities
 Training room facilities
 Dedicates IT Suite
 Executive board rooms
 Car Parking

3.4 The Merthyr Tydfil Enterprise Centre (MTEC) facility is situated in Merthyr Tydfil 
Town Centre and is the business hub for pre-incubation / incubation, test trading and 
accessing of business advice. The centre receives referrals from a multitude of 
sources which include Job Centre Plus, Merthyr Tydfil College as well as other key 
stakeholders.  

3.5 The Meanwhile Project provides the opportunity for long-term commercial properties 
to be brought back into use and provides a facility for start-up retail businesses to 
test trade their products and services. As part of the project, businesses receive a 
six-month rent free period and in addition property owners will receive funding for 
enabling work to their respective property.  

3.6 The Retail Grant provides businesses situated within the Town Centre an opportunity 
to apply for up to £5,000 of grant finance to purchase capital equipment which will 
enhance the business. The grant has a 70% intervention rate and has been popular 
economic driver within the Town Centre for a number of years.  

4.0 WHERE WE WERE 

Social Enterprise Sector Support:

4.1 Between 2007 and 2015 MTCBC obtained finance from both the EU Convergence 
Programme and Welsh Government to develop the social enterprise sector with 
grant finance (capital and revenue) and dedicated officer support with up to four staff 



members based in the Community Regeneration Department to support the sector. 
However, In August 2015, all support for the sector ended which resulted in the loss 
of all the Council's externally funded social enterprise support staff.

4.2 Merthyr Tydfil has only had an unpublished Social Enterprise Strategy developed in 
partnership with the Merthyr Tydfil Social Enterprise Network and Council. The 
'Strategy', as it stood, lacked any real drive or conclusive priority areas that the 
MTSEN and Council could deliver on. As a result the document was consequently 
left stagnant for a period whilst the Council experienced a number of internal 
changes to its staffing structure, primarily due to the loss of externally  funded staff 
as referenced in Section 4.1.

Orbit Business Centre:

4.3 The Orbit Business Centre was constructed in 2009 as part of a Joint Venture 
between the MTCBC and Welsh Government with the intention of providing an 
innovation centre for start-ups and incubation companies with supporting 
administration and business focused training centre for businesses in early stage 
development. The substantial share of the development / construction costs were 
borne by the Welsh Government and the Welsh European Funding Office (WEFO).

Town Centre Business Support:

4.4 With Business Wales withdrawing its business start-up services within the Town 
Centre the only support available to the business community was through limited 
online portals with an additional one hour phone call. Both new business start-ups 
and existing businesses experienced difficulty in accessing face to face support and 
workshops, which for the majority of entrepreneurs was an essential component of 
developing their enterprises.  

4.5 The Meanwhile Project has a positive effect on the vacancy rates within the Town 
Centre with the programme growing year-on-year despite a number of multi-national 
stores leaving the County Borough. The Meanwhile Project has worked with a 
number of landlords to undertake enabling work in the premises in return for periods 
of free rent for prospective start-up businesses.

4.6 Town Centre businesses have previously not been able to access business support 
grants which were subsequently available to other mainstream businesses. In light of 
the Town Centre fast becoming a multi-use, leisure destination MTCBC recognised 
that support to retail businesses was needed to enable them to undertake physical 
improvements and capital purchases. 

5.0 WHERE WE ARE NOW 

Social Enterprise Sector Support:

5.1 Since August 2015, the Community Regeneration Department's European & 
External Funding Team has been tasked with working with supporting the social 
enterprise sector, primarily through its coordination of the MTSEN and in partnership 
with other internal departments and external stakeholders. Additionally, the 
European & External Funding Team have completed an assessment of 29 of the 



remaining 30 social enterprises supported through the SEWCED Programme to 
ascertain their current financial position and views on support which has been 
captured in a report.

5.2 With regards to the Social Enterprise Strategy, the document is currently in draft 
format; however, it still aspires to be a dynamic and informative manuscript which 
focuses on sustainability, advice, collaborative support mechanisms and growth 
opportunities. Furthermore, the MTSEN have now collectively agreed the four key 
priority areas that the new 'Strategy' will focus on. These are as follows:

 Providing Effective Business Support
 Stimulating Social Enterprise - Creating an Enabling Environment
 Supporting Social Entrepreneurship and Leadership 
 Realising Market Opportunities 

Orbit Business Centre:

5.3 Orbit Business Centre currently houses 15 separate businesses within facility who 
occupy 22 rooms. The projected rental income for this financial year is circa 
£210,000 which consists of £185,000 of non-MTCBC income. Currently, Orbit 
Business Centre supports 218 direct jobs associated with those 15 tenants with the 
addition of a further 553 jobs supported off site. Importantly, since securing the Joint 
venture from Welsh Government in early 2017, Orbit Business Centre is now fully 
cost recoverable.  

Town Centre Business Support:

5.4 MTEC currently has 41 registered clients that utilise the facility on a weekly basis 
with 20 of those becoming self-employed through direct support via the facility. 
Seven clients have undertaken accreditation training with Tydfil Training with the 
Business Lounge being used 104 times and hot desk facility 97 times this year. 
Business Wales, who occupy space at MTEC on a weekly basis, have held one-to-
one appointments with 31 clients with 16 clients attending additional workshops.

Meanwhile Project:

5.5 Currently, the Meanwhile Project has established nine businesses within the Town 
Centre which range from a vintage tea room to fishing tackle retailer and even the 
development of a digital mystery room. At present, the Meanwhile programme has 
another two potential businesses looking to establish in early 2018 which are a 
micro-brewery and bakery.  

Town Centre Retail Grant:

5.6 As part of MTCBC's work to continue to diversify and improve the Town Centre offer, 
it became apparent that a number of the existing food businesses had low scores in 
terms of food hygiene ratings. Discussions with the Council's Environmental Health 
Department led to training and grant support being made available to the sector in 
partnership with the Big Heart of Merthyr Tydfil. A fund of £30,000 for capital works 
and purchases is currently available for this financial year with the fund consisting of 
a maximum £3,000 grant at an intervention rate of 70%.



6.0 WHERE WE WANT TO BE 

Social Enterprise Sector Support:

6.1 Ideally, the MTSEN in partnership with the Council will continue to support the social 
enterprise sector in terms of growth, diversification and accessing opportunities 
linked to funding and potential Community Asset Transfers (CAT's). Subsequently, 
when published, the new Social Enterprise Strategy will act as a catalyst for social 
enterprises to procure additional services and contracts, thus employing more staff 
and strengthening the sustainability of the sector going forward.

6.2 In relation to the Social Enterprise Strategy, the document needs to be completed in 
partnership with the MTSEN, the sector, MTCBC and ratified by Council prior to 
being embraced by the sector and support organisations going forward. The 
document would ideally be an informative tool for existing, new and prospective 
social enterprises to access information, advice and signposting opportunities to 
develop and grow their respective businesses.

Orbit Business Centre:

6.3 When fully occupied, excluding income from the conference and meeting room 
facilities the maximum, gross rental income achievable for Orbit would be in the 
order of £250,000 per annum and are inclusive of all costs associated with MTCBC 
being the landlord. Additionally, the conference rooms and subsequent meeting / 
training rooms also provide an additional income to the Council.

Town Centre Business Support:

6.4 MTEC has the potential to achieve full occupancy in terms of business incubation 
and support agencies that could reside at the Centre. Furthermore, scoping work is 
currently being undertaken by the Community Regeneration Department to look 
into the feasibility of replicating the MTEC model in the southern part of the County 
Borough.

6.5 The Meanwhile Project is reaching saturation within Merthyr Tydfil Town Centre, due 
to diminishing landlord participation levels, and therefore the Community 
Regeneration Department are now looking to replicate the programme across the 
County Borough.

6.6 With the support of the Big Heart of Merthyr Tydfil, the Community Regeneration 
Department will be visiting all eligible businesses again in January 2018 to discuss 
the grant opportunities available to them.  At present, the take-up of grant finance 
has been low, but in order to access the grant, there is a requirement that the 
business has a minimum food hygiene rating of 3 or above with a number of 
businesses currently going through the process of undertaking a new rating 
inspection in the new year.



7.0 WHAT WE NEED TO DO NEXT 

Social Enterprise Sector Support:

7.1 The European & External Funding Team needs to go through a process of assessing 
the levels of finance and funding protocols associated with procurement of services 
to the social enterprise sector in Merthyr Tydfil and use the MTSEN to support future 
opportunities. Additionally, the Council needs to develop and solidify a collaborative 
working process between the MTSEN partners where certain organisations support 
specific organisations and social enterprises, therefore, working smarter and more 
strategically across the sector.   

7.2 In order to complete the Merthyr Tydfil Social Enterprise Sector the Programme 
Manager will need to complete the content associated with the chosen priority areas 
identified in Section 5.2. The MTSEN will then go through a process of evaluating the 
full draft 'Strategy' before it going to Council to be ratified and adopted corporately. It 
is envisaged that the new 'Strategy' will be published in early 2018.

Orbit Business Centre:

7.3 Further flexibility is now required in terms of the future sustainability and success for 
the centre. Orbit will soon trial changing the usage of two meetings rooms and 
making them available for tenancy agreements over a one year period. A further two 
general letting rooms that currently have one year terms will be extended to 30th 
March 2022 which makes them far more appealing. Lastly, the facility will remove all 
restrictions surrounding incubation usage which again enhances the buildings 
appeal. 

Town Centre Business Support:

MTEC:

7.4 The Community Regeneration Department will work directly with colleagues in other  
internal departments (Estates and Parks) to scope-out the possibility of replicating 
the successes of the MTEC concept in the Southern Valley. Furthermore, the 
department will pursue additional money from a variety of capital and revenue 
sources to finance a possible development. 

Meanwhile Project:

7.5 Work is continuing to be undertaken in terms of scoping out additional properties 
within the Town Centre which lend themselves to the Meanwhile concept. 
Additionally, the Orbit Centre Manager will undertake a mapping exercise of the 
proposed eight districts and produce a report which identifies fit for purpose vacant 
properties, whilst starting the engagement process with those chosen property 
owners and commercial agents. 

Food Grant:

7.6 With the support of the Big Heart of Merthyr Tydfil, the Community Regeneration 
Department will be visiting all eligible businesses again in January 2018 to discuss 
the grant opportunities available to them.  At present, the take-up of grant finance 



has been low, but in order to access the grant, there is a requirement that the 
business has a minimum food hygiene rating of 3 or above with a number of 
businesses currently going through the process of undertaking a new rating 
inspection in the new year. 

8.0 CONTRIBUTION TO CORPORATE PRIORITIES

8.1 Within the Corporate Plan 2013 – 2017 social enterprise features as a priority under 
the Economic Growth Plan. The strategy outlines that we will: 

- Develop a new social enterprise strategy
- Develop a work programme that social enterprises are fully supported to fulfil 

their social and business objectives.

8.2 In relation to Priority Area 1 - Raising standards of attainment, the document will 
focus its attention on working with internal departments and key external 
stakeholders within the third sector in order to provide training opportunities relevant 
to the need of the area. 

8.3 With regards to the  impact on improving inclusion & wellbeing in the County 
Borough the work of the External Funding Team will look at mechanisms to which we 
can again work with colleagues from internal teams and stakeholders to develop an 
environment which promotes the opportunity for independent living in the community, 
active lifestyles through quality facilities (paid and free) and meets the needs of 
vulnerable children by liaising with colleagues from various community focussed 
national and local programmes (Communities First etc.).

8.4 Economic growth is our key objective within the Community Regeneration 
Department and with the team focussing its attentions on Economic Development 
and the 'employability' agenda we have an excellent resource to develop both 
fields further over the coming years. The Community Regeneration Department will 
consider all aspects of Economic Growth ranging from inward investment, job 
creation, and business expansion and stimulating community - focussed 
entrepreneurship across the County Borough.    

8.5 The External Funding Team will look to develop a sustainable environment in 
collaboration with internal colleagues with an overall aim of ensuring that the people 
of Merthyr Tydfil live in communities that are sustainable, clean and energy efficient. 
Therefore, the work of the department will activity work toward protecting our 
environment with an extensive range of planned community enterprise focussed 
activities. These range from schemes that consider reducing pollution and the 
amount of waste sent to landfill to protecting areas of parkland, recycling of 
resources, wildlife reserves and biodiversity.
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