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The food and drink industry, among others, faces several challenges:

Attracting and retaining young people in the workforce;
A higher productivity gap than in the whole of Scotland, the UK and Europe;
Traditionally lower levels of foreign and inward investment in the food and drink sector

These challenges are exacerbated by several barriers that constrain innovation. These are barriers that exist right across the UK, but are particularly prevalent in the Highlands and Islands due to its rurality, the small scale and diverse nature of businesses, and their dispersal across the area.  

The Highland food & drink sector includes many successful sub-sectors which are exploiting the region’s abundant, high quality primary produce, and employing significant proportions of the local population (including in beverages, baked goods and seafood processing) – around 1500 FTE in Highland Council area.  
However, there are limited opportunities for these businesses to come together to share learning and experience, access bespoke support and identify and exploit collaboration opportunities.  
There is currently insufficient access for businesses to the specialised technical support and advice that is crucial for innovation. This can lead to businesses leaving to establish take a presence elsewhere in Scotland where they can access the level of support they require. 
Our enterprises can also struggle to access the highly skilled employees necessary to drive innovation.

A public sector intervention of this nature can address a number of market failures
Collaboration: As can be demonstrated by similar facilities in other places and for other key sectors, co-locating businesses and support providers in a single place can allow for networking, knowledge sharing  and collaboration opportunities to be identified where they would otherwise not be possible.
Economies of Scale: There is historic lack of investment in this sort of provision.  The TechHUB will address this market failure by facilitating opportunities to create economies of scale and cluster benefits enjoyed by other regions. 
Market power: the food & drink manufacturing sector has high barriers to entry, and the high costs associated with accessing industrial kitchen facilities can inhibit new businesses from setting up.  An intervention such as the proposed TechHUB can help support start-up businesses through their growth stage and lead to greater competition.   

Ambitious aims of the TechHUB project include: To provide support to at least 300 businesses over 3 years, and to support the creation of at least 32 new products, services or processes.
The economic aims of the project are to generate £40 million additional income in these businesses, and to support them to create a target of 106 new full time equivalent jobs.
We’re aware these are challenging targets but we’re confident that our equally ambitious and entrepreneurial business base in the Highlands are already exploring opportunities around sustainable, local, value-added food and drink production, and that this project will help them achieve that faster, smarter and better.





TechHUB Network – events, seminars and 
workshops, one-to-one support, common 
interest groups

TechHUB Food and Drink Technology 
Centre – a physical space for food 
producers and supply chain enterprises

TechHUB Next Generation Programme 
– supporting start-ups and producers of 
the future
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Next Gen – Ciara Bow is taking part in our IMPACT30 programme for young entrepreneurs and is developing Gledfield Distillery based in Tain, working on a range of product lines including the first oat-based gin in Scotland.  She has received advice and support on sustainable packaging, and is also working on an Interface project with SAC consulting to refine one of her core product lines. Ciara initiated the Brewing and Distilling common interest group – it was her application that prompted the group that has been formed April 23.  She has benefitted from the 1-2-1 support helping advise her on the best labelling for her product.  She’s not yet trading, getting support in developing the recipe based on the story of her great great grandmother being an illicit distiller in Ardgay in the 1800s.  She also won the Young Edge award last year.

Together, the three strands of TechHUB will provide:
Access to food standards, accreditation and regulatory advice,
Practical support for processes,
Knowledge exchange and ideas development,
Access to facilities and equipment and associated support for product prototyping and testing
Signposting and sourcing of guidance, information and academic offerings,
Incubation support for start-ups;
Access to new technologies through demonstration and trial space.




Collaborate
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Collaborate by providing a one stop shop access to peers, specialist advice, academia and not to duplicate but act as a gateway to existing support.




Create
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Create a dedicated, supportive space for business to work with peers, specialist advisors to create new products and processes.

Finlay Macdonald founded Chocolates of Glenshiel in 2018 and is now employing over 30 people in a remote part of the Highlands.  The business has grown from strength to strength with a shop, visitor centre and campsite being added to the portfolio.  Finlay now represents young people in business in the Northern Innovation Project Board as he wants to give something back, and impart his knowledge to help develop young enterprises.



Disseminate
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Disseminate using demonstration, training and meeting space for all to share knowledge and learn




Innovate
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Innovate – the ultimate aim is to increase innovation, supporting enterprises with new product development and access to new markets.

Molly McGhee of Molly’s Mixes – from Cromarty, started by selling her pre-packaged pic’n’mix sweets from her ice-cream van and from her dad’s tool van, who she helped out part time.  She is taking part in IMPACT30 and is now expanding the reach of her business in both B2B and B2C, currently selling her products in over 20 outlets across the Highlands.  With support from the TechHUB programme Molly is developing her core business skills as well as scale up, reach new markets and refine packaging.



Vision for Fyrish House

Dail nan Rocas
Teaninich Industrial Estate
Alness
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We carried out an in-depth site options appraisal and market demand assessment process, and taking into account industry changes and challenges, in particular as a result of Brexit and the COVID-19 pandemic, as well as our commitments towards a low carbon future, have identified Fyrish House as the preferred option to create our Food and Drink Technology Centre. Fyrish House is a former call centre built by HIE in the late 1990s for BT.  Following a subsequent tenant’s exit, the building has lain empty for around 8 years.  It’s located in Teaninich Industrial Estate, Alness, Easter Ross, just off the A9 and 3 mins drive/ 20 mins walking distance of the town centre.  





Fyrish House

Please complete the survey
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We have contracted with Colin Armstrong Architects to carry out the design works to RIBA Stage 4.

Front and rear elevations (yellow roof not included!)

The project is a 2-phase approach, phase one involves the use of around 60% of the total footprint of Fyrish House for the Technology Centre. 

Phase one will include basic renovations to the whole building including roofing and other external works. 


The North Wing will be fully adapted in phase one to accommodate the TechHUB facilities, with the remainder of the building being made available for commercial let, which will generate income to sustain TechHUB in its early years while usage and the client base is built.  Should the concept be proven, we will look to extend TechHUB into the second wing, building on lessons learned from phase one.




Fyrish House

Ground floor:  reception area, networking space, food grade development facilities, demonstration area
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Initial drawings from the architects propose a layout that includes a large open central core containing reception and lounge area with a demonstration space, tea and coffee making facilities.  The building is serviced by a lift.

We will incorporate 3 incubator kitchens on the ground floor, which will be available for businesses to test and develop new products and processes.  We want to retain as much flexibility as possible for adapting kitchen spaces and allowing for equipment to be moved around.

Also on the ground floor will be food and non-food delivery and storage, and a roller door to the rear accessed by a ramp, for taking large equipment and deliveries in and out.



Fyrish House

Please complete the survey

Upper floor: coworking and collaboration, meetings and networking
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The first floor will be used primarily for non-food related activity including office and meeting space, events and agile working.  

As for the exterior, we will give the building a make-over to modernise the look, and provide e-charging facilities.  The current heating is LPG gas and we are exploring options to upgrade this to a more eco-friendly system. This is an opportunity for HIE to bring a redundant building back into use, and we are working with our design team to incorporate low carbon, energy efficient solutions to make the centre as sustainable as possible.

Note: these are snips from conceptual designs which are subject to change









Next Steps

• Planning application and warrant

• Develop a sustainable operating model

• Tender for contractor

• Construction phase 

• Open for business 
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This will allow us to seek approval to go out to tender for a contractor to complete the capital works.

Although there is some revenue funding available to support short term running costs, we are developing a business and operating model to create a financially sustainable facility in the longer term.  This could involve a membership based model which would provide users with different packages of support depending on their requirements – for example, include limited access to R&D kitchens, on-site technical support, access to hot desking, meeting rooms etc.  We are also keen to involve partners such as innovation centres, academic research, other public sector, and private sector to use the space to create triple-helix collaborations that are part of the aims of the TechHUB project.  

We are seeking input from industry to help inform the type of facilities you would expect to see in TechHUB, which technologies and technical support would support you to develop your business.
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