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President’s report
Main activities and achievements
2018 saw Aberdeen & Grampian Chamber of 
Commerce deliver a strong set of financial results. 
Allied to posting a surplus last year this meant that we 
over-achieved on our aim of returning to reserves at 
least the amount that we invested in 2015 and 2016 in 
resources and services by managing planned trading 
deficits at a time when our members most needed us 
to be visible, active and effective due to the state of 
the regional economy.

Although pleased with the overall performance, it should be 
noted that this was significantly due to overhead cost savings 
with a number of revenue lines under some pressure against 
budget. A large proportion of the underspend is accounted for 
by headcount being lower than planned during the restructure 
referenced later. In turn this, of course, meant that resource to 
grow top line income was restricted.

Adding further complexity, this period played out against 
a backdrop of significant and ongoing global, national and 
regional political and economic uncertainty and our response 
is reflected in the specific activities undertaken by the 
Chamber and detailed in the strategic, operational and policy 
plans.

Aberdeen & Grampian Chamber of Commerce remains the 
North-east’s leading business membership organisation and 
the largest Chamber in Scotland, giving us scale and voice. 
Our aim is to use this to help individual businesses to be better 
while creating the economic conditions for the buoyant, 
diversified regional economy that will enable our members 
and their employees to be more successful and prosperous.

The economic shock we have suffered has hopefully acted as 
a catalyst for change, and it is vital the progress being made 
on sector diversification does not stall. The focus on food and 
drink, tourism, life sciences and digital sectors must gather 
momentum to ensure the economic wellbeing of the area is 
no longer measured by the dollar price of a barrel of oil.

Having said that, as prices have stabilised and new more 
efficient ways of working have been put in place, operators 
and their immediate supply chain are leaner, fitter and better 
placed to deliver the maximising economic recovery agenda 
alongside ensuring that the world leading technologies and 
project management skills we have here are optimised to 
anchor Aberdeen as a global all-energy hub beyond the 
operational phase of North Sea oil and gas.

We believe organisations have two key objectives in joining 
with us. To make their businesses better and to ‘put something 
back’ by playing their part in making the North-east an even 
better place to live, work, study, invest and do business. A 
cause, not a club. And we deliver on this in a wide range of 
ways:

• From talking up the area and celebrating business success 
to lobbying for necessary change

• From equipping the workforce with the skills to succeed 
to issuing the export documents that enable goods worth 
over $800 million every year to reach 115 different overseas 
markets

• From sourcing research and intelligence on our operating 
environment to providing unrivalled opportunities for 
networking, business development and best practice 
exchange

It is clear that our economy is moving forward again after 
a challenging few years. Many hurdles remain, not least the 
need to ensure that this normalisation does not lead back to 
complacency and bad practice that restricted our progress 
while conditions were good. The wake-up call that came in 
2015 has provided a real focus on shaping the renaissance 
region vision for the economic future of our region and been 
the catalyst for many positive developments but this is only 
just the beginning. Of course, change is challenging but we 
have a collective responsibility to come together to deliver 
the future prosperity we all desire for North-east Scotland. 
Compromise and making difficult decisions remain inevitable 
but are necessary in order to deliver the things this region 
needs and deserves.

The Chamber will sit at the core of this, continuing to assist 
individual member businesses to improve performance while 
playing a central role in the wider economic development 
strategies outlined elsewhere in this document.

A strong and shared vision of a renaissance region overarches 
the Regional Economic Strategy action plan which was 
refreshed in 2018 with the Chamber as a co-author and core 
delivery partner. This will see us lead on a number of vital 
initiatives supporting internationalisation, inclusive growth and 
infrastructure development. In addition, our involvement at 
Board level with Opportunity North East, Visit Aberdeenshire, 
Aberdeen Inspired and other associated commitments means 
our members have a seat at the top table; helping to positively 
influence the decisions and actions that will shape the region 
of the future.

And the good news is that the future is closer than we think 
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with the Chamber’s investment tracker telling the story of 
infrastructure and regeneration projects in excess of £1.7bn 
were delivered in 2018 with a further £8.4bn+ in the pipeline.  
A real story of positive transformational change in our region.

Our people
2018 saw two of the senior team move onto pastures new 
with James Bream stepping into a general management role 
at Chamber member Katoni Engineering and Liam Smyth 
taking up a permanent position with the British Chambers 
of Commerce in London following his highly successful 
secondment. I would like to take this opportunity on behalf of 
the Board to thank them both for their sterling efforts over a 
combined 10 year period.

They were not alone as other staff were offered opportunities 
to progress their careers elsewhere; sure signs that our John Brebner

president

economy is continuing to recover and of the high regard in 
which the Chamber team is held in the North-east business 
community. We wish them all well.

Although this placed increased pressures on the remaining 
team members and limited opportunities to develop initiatives 
to drive income growth, this provided us with the opportunity 
to take stock of our environment and the challenges and 
opportunities facing the organisation and to undergo the 
first significant restructure since 2012 introducing new roles 
and bringing fresh thinking, skills and perspective into the 
Chamber.

We were delighted that Colette Backwell, Mike Brown, Liz 
McIntyre and Amanda McCulloch were successful in seeking 
election to the Board adding their sector knowledge, specialist 
expertise, energy and passion to an already strong team. And 
we welcomed back Jennifer Young, Jill Webster and Steve 
Nicol for second terms.

Our Policy Council plays a vital role in helping to shape 
Chamber policy, ensuring it is in line with business opinion and 
thinking across the region and all the sectors we represent. 
Thank you also to Steven Alexander, Graeme Ross and Justin 
Heath for standing and being elected to our Policy Council 
for the first time and to Stephen Hepburn, John Michie, Derick 
Murray, Jenny Stanning, Craig Stevenson and James Dunphy 
for coming back for more!

On a personal note
Incredibly, by the time you read this report, my two year spell 
as president will be coming to an end and I will be handing 
over the reins to my successor. I believe that they are inheriting 
an organisation that is strong, contemporary, fit for purpose 
and one that is held in high regard by our members and key 
stakeholders. Most importantly, it is financially robust and has 
a clear view of its future role and how it plans to fulfil this.

I am honoured to have held this office, having served on the 
AGCC Board since 2010 and look forward to continuing to do 
so in the role of immediate past president.

As a private sector, not for profit organisation we simply can’t 
do the good work we do without being in a position where we 
are sustainably funded. I’d like to make specific mention of our 
premier partners who, as committed civic citizens, play a vital 
role in enabling us to undertake the partnership, project and 
economic development-related initiatives that we do. Their 
support is hugely valued and appreciated.

Thank you again for your support of the Aberdeen & 
Grampian Chamber of Commerce. Our members are at the 
heart of everything we do. A powerful and cohesive force 
enabling us to achieve together what we could not individually.
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Director’s report
The directors present their annual report and financial 
statements for the year ended 31 December 2018.

Principal activities
Aberdeen & Grampian Chamber of Commerce is a 
company registered in Scotland, limited by guarantee 
and operating on a not-for-profit basis. It began life 165 
years ago as the Aberdeen and North of Scotland Trade 
Protection Society before becoming incorporated as 
a Chamber of Commerce in 1877. It is now North-east 
Scotland’s leading membership organisation, with over 
1,120 members covering all the region’s key business 
sectors and collectively employing 125,000 staff - over half 
of the region’s total workforce.

In order to achieve our aims and exceed member 
expectations, the following 10-point delivery plan continued 
to form the core of Chamber focus during the period:

• Retention and acquisition of members through the 
provision of value-adding services

• Creating business opportunity through encouraging 
networking and best practice exchange

• Developing our communications channels to keep 
members fully informed and reach new audiences

• Providing the market intelligence that helps our members 
to make better business decisions

• Assisting businesses to understand, access and trade in 
international markets

• Celebration of this city region being a great place to live, 
work, study, visit, invest and do business

• While lobbying and campaigning for the positive change 
that will make it even better

• Playing a leading part in the main regional economic 
development and diversification initiatives

• Delivering partnership projects in line with our strategic 
aims and offering new income opportunities

• Playing a key role at the heart of the skills agenda

To support the member related activities and provide the 
best possible platform to ensure successful delivery, strong 
focus is placed on:

• Our people

• Our facilities and equipment

• Our technology, systems and processes

• Board & Governance

The Chamber aims to operate by and demonstrate the 
following modus operandi:

• We are proactive in seeking the views of key stakeholders 
and acting as a strong collective voice for business

• We are visible and high profile in the business community

• We are regarded as thought leaders but with a reputation 
for doing rather than just talking

• We are fully engaged in shaping and influencing the 
key regional economic development and diversification 
agendas

• We seek to stimulate business, providing support, solving 

problems and opening doors through collaboration with 
partners in mutually beneficial activities

• We aim to introduce pace by cutting through red tape and 
inertia

• We act as a constructively-critical friend – a challenger 
brand

• We have our members at the heart of everything we do; 
creating a powerful and cohesive force, enabling us to 
achieve together what we could not individually

The Chamber aims to be an organisation that the best 
people aspire to work for. It operates in an inclusive, open 
and transparent way and fosters a culture of continuous 
improvement.  We embrace equality and diversity in all its 
forms; are a living wage employer and aim to demonstrate 
and provide evidence of this where possible. The following 
values guide our activity and approach:

• We aim to provide the working environment and 
equipment that enables staff to enjoy and excel in their 
roles

• We are committed to the personal development of our 
people

• We operate a ‘one team’ ethos; working cross functionally 
to deliver our goals

• We are focused on the things that matter; challenging 
norms and accepted practice

• We promote innovative and creative behaviours, while 
remaining fanatical about the detail

• We work hard, have fun and celebrate success

• We shoot for the stars while accepting the moon is not a 
bad outcome

• We think and act like winners

How do we measure success?
In addition to the financial metrics outlined in this report, 
our activities are geared towards delivering the following 
outcomes:

• Being seen as the ‘go to’ organisation for members and key 
stakeholders, when positive action is needed
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• Establishing an even higher profile for AGCC with 
government, business and media

• Setting the business news agenda, not just commentating 
on it. When we speak, people listen… and act

• Bringing perceptions of AGCC in line with reality; 
stakeholders having a clearer understanding of what we do 
and the direct value we add to business and the regional 
economy

• Chamber seen as the catalyst for deals being done and 
good things happening

• Achieving greater breadth and depth of engagement with 
staff in member companies

• AGCC recognised as being representative of the whole 
North-east of Scotland and the key sectors driving its 
diverse economy

• Delivering growth in target membership categories and 
income from key services through our refreshed strategy 
and resultant activities; remaining among the most 
successful and influential Chambers in the UK and the 
largest in Scotland

• Increased productivity and competitive advantage for our 
members through ensuring the current and future regional 
workforce has the necessary skills and motivations

• Maintaining the position where an annual operating surplus 
is delivered to add to reserves, ensuring the long-term 
viability of the Chamber and enabling further re-investment 
in member services

Review of business
2018 in numbers:
Total membership volumes fell slightly finishing the year at 
1,132 against a continued backdrop of mergers, acquisitions 
and a focus on cost-cutting. On a more positive note, 2018 
ended with us having 26 premier partners, an increase of six 
since December 2017, with a strong pipeline of prospects for 
2019.

11 issues of the Business Bulletin were read by an aggregate 
165,000 people in print, www.agcc.co.uk had on average 
over 10,000 unique visitors per month, 15,000 people are 
signed up to receive monthly e-News and the Chamber has 
10,500 social media followers. These figures were impacted 
both by activities undertaken to ensure GDPR compliance 
and consolidating our number of social feeds although 
engagement levels have increased and by the end of the year 
we were beginning to see growth again.

Total media coverage (using ‘advertising equivalent value’) 
for AGCC in 2018 was over £1.5m and saw the organisation 
referenced in a wide range of local and national media. The 
tone of coverage was either positive or neutral, with a spike 
in activity between September and December, representing 
increased activity around the Northern Star Business Awards, 
the 29th oil and gas report, the AWPR and the second 
annual Vanguard Conference. There were more than 1,000 
media pieces in total, including 302 radio references and 
727 printed or online press articles; as well as three television 
appearances. Combined, our media activity created more 
than five million ‘opportunities to see’ Chamber messaging in 
2018.

Director’s report
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Around 5,000 people attended the 100 plus events 
organised by the Chamber during the year including the third 
Ultimate Business Show, Visit Aberdeenshire tourism and 
annual employment law conferences. The last Northern Star 
Business Awards event at the current AECC was attended 
by around 600 guests with 13 award winners carrying off the 
stunning trophies and we are looking forward to building on 
this success at TECA in 2019.

Our commitment to the skills agenda stepped up a level 
during 2018 with the new appointment of a head of skills role. 
This encompasses stewardship of the Developing the Young 
Workforce (DYW) programme for North-east Scotland as 
well as working with our sector partners in a more cohesive 
way and ensuring our training programmes meet the needs 
of members and provide their staff with the knowledge to 
drive productivity and competitive advantage.

Our region is now viewed as one of the leaders in the DYW 
field in Scotland, demonstrating many elements of best 
practice and creating meaningful partnerships between 
business and education. Through the efforts of the team 
we have worked with 4,000 young people through 600 
separate engagements across 28 secondary schools in 
the region. 439 businesses were involved in the initiative 
delivering 557 inspirational workplace activities and 40 
apprenticeships.

2018 saw 151 commercial training courses held, covering 53 
subjects and attended by 1,175 delegates. And we worked 
with Skills Development Scotland to develop and deliver 
Executive Springboard 2, assisting 28 senior managers made 
redundant from the energy sector to reskill. As a result, at the 
time of writing, 12 of these have found new roles.

The AGCC team issued 14,688 export documents ensuring 
$876m of goods ranging from machinery to shortbread 
and from toys to live shellfish safely reached 115 destination 
markets globally. This demonstrated strong year on year 
growth despite the loss in July of the volumes previously 
delivered on behalf of Dundee & Angus Chamber which, 
with our support, was awarded full issuing body status by 
the British Chambers of Commerce. Our international trade 
advisory work included 13 events attended by 481 delegates, 
hosting visitors, delegations and representatives from 15 
countries.

Policy activity included a range of engagements with elected 
members. The Chamber hosted roundtables with Ministers 
including the UK Government’s Secretary of State for 
Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy Greg Clark; and the 
Scottish Government’s Cabinet Secretary for Finance and 
Constitution, Derek Mackay. In November, we held a briefing 
with the region’s MSPs to update them on the priorities of 
firms across the Aberdeen City Region, and the change our 
members want to see. We supported this activity with regular 
one to ones with our regional MPs and MSPs to reinforce 
the importance of action on issues such as connectivity and 
business rates. On the latter and due to the efforts of the 
Chamber, we’ve seen the extension of transitional relief until 
the next revaluation - a direct ask at our meeting with the 
Cabinet Secretary in June - building on the £17M+ of relief 
previously secured for the region.

The research team gathered opinions from over 10,000 
respondents over the year across almost 30 different 
projects providing the intelligence that helps our members 
make better business decisions. This included responses to 
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the annual Scottish Enterprise survey of international activity 
in the oil and gas sector and our biannual Oil & Gas survey 
with issue 29 receiving media coverage valued in excess of 
£350,000. Additional projects included work conducted on 
behalf of clients including Aberdein Considine, Aberdeen 
Inspired, British Chambers of Commerce, Developing the 
Young Workforce and VisitAberdeenshire.

In March 2018 the Chamber was appointed as regional 
engagement partner for the circular economy in the North-
east of Scotland. Our role has been to increase awareness of 
the circular economy, the business opportunities it presents 
and to support companies looking to engage or grow in this 
area to access funding.  The project has seen a 28% increase 
in the level of awareness of circular economy in the region 
and nine organisations are getting one to one support to 
progress their ideas.  We are currently bidding for a two year 
extension to the project.

Our continued commitment to partnership projects saw 
the focus on making good things happen in the region that 
otherwise would not by engaging future business leaders in 
the place-making agenda through the Vanguard programme. 
In addition, strong progress was made with project planning 
and fund-raising to enable the regional narrative work, led by 
the Chamber on behalf of the regional partnership, to break 
cover in 2019.

During the year a strengthening collaboration with 
Glasgow and Edinburgh Chambers led to some quick 
wins and opened up a number of significant longer term 
opportunities. We also continue to work in partnership with 
the British Chambers of Commerce and Scottish Chambers 
of Commerce on key issues such as international trade 
development, policy, protecting and enhancing the network 
brand and ensuring that our members are briefed and ‘Brexit-
ready’.

The Chamber’s stance continued to be one of not engaging 
in meaningless debate and adding to the noise around the 
subject. All of our activities have been focused on providing 
practical advice and support for businesses that are 
currently active in the import and export space and those, 
including ourselves, with staff from the EU. Additionally 
our communications and Brexit check-list have targeted 
all of our members, many of whom are unaware of the 
potential secondary impacts on them doing business. 
This is aggregated in the Brexit toolkit at www.agcc.
co.uk/international-markets/brexit2. We are also offering 
an expanded range of training courses and consultancy 
to members to help them enhance their knowledge and 
capability; and we are working with BCC and London 
Chamber to launch new customs document and ATA Carnet 
services.

All of this added up to:

• Annual revenue of £2.65m compared to £2.71m in 2017

• An operating surplus of £58,395 (2017 - £12,245)

• Net surplus after tax of £32,803 (2017 - £113,644)

• Reserves increased slightly to £954,752 representing 36% 
of turnover (2017 - £921,949 & 34% of turnover)

Director’s report



9.

 2019 focus
Building on the successes and challenges of 2018, AGCC’s 
activities will be guided by a refreshed strategy and enhanced 
operations plan, with some of the key priorities including:

• Upgrading the office environment and IT infrastructure

• An Ambassadors programme, extending our reach into the 
business community

• Working in partnership with TECA and The Press and 
Journal to take Northern Star to a new level

• Scoping out a new partnership model with Scottish 
Enterprise and Scottish Development International

• Upscaling our international trade support offer

• Further commercialising our research and insight agency 
offer

• Delivering projects as defined by the regional economic 
strategy including DYW, circular economy and regional 
narrative

• Refreshing our training programme alongside skills sector 
partners to ensure our offer reflects current member needs

• Launching a new more easily navigable website in line with 
the Chamber’s new communications style

• A review of the distribution of Business Bulletin to optimise 
reach and access new audiences

• Researching and publishing the fourth version of the 
investment tracker

• Providing a framework that enables Vanguard projects to 
become reality

Our lobbying, campaigning and political engagement focus 
as agreed by the Policy Council, focuses on the seven Ts of 
taxation, talent, transport, technology, trade, transformation 
and transition.

We hope to begin to see the benefits of having a full team 
in situ following the 2018 restructure and the formation 
of an expanded operations team will improve internal 
communication and project delivery.

Statement of disclosure to auditor
So far as each person who was a director at the date of 
approving this report is aware, there is no relevant audit 
information of which the company’s auditor is unaware. 
Additionally, the directors individually have taken all the 
necessary steps that they ought to have taken as directors 
in order to make themselves aware of all relevant audit 
information and to establish that the company’s auditor is 
aware of that information.

This report has been prepared in accordance with the 
provisions applicable to companies entitled to the small 
companies exemption.

On behalf of the board

Russell Borthwick
director
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2018 in numbers

151
run by the Chamber
courses

1,175
Attended by

people in North-east 
businesses
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The Chamber website has
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Premier partners 
(and more to come)
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5,000
delegates developed 

their networks at 100+ 
Chamber events

around
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Approximately

10,000
research survey 
responses over the 
last year

10,500+
on social media

followers

2018 in numbers
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schools in the region

working with

4,000  
young people and 

439 businesses
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Financial statements
Year ended 31 December 2018               

                     2018  2017

                           £  £

           

Income                          2,652,090 2,708,565

           

Cost of sales                          (780,021)  (873,961)

           

Gross surplus           1,872,069   1,834,604

           

Administrative expenses                       (1,813,674)   (1,822,359)

           

Operating surplus                              58,395   12,245

           

Interest receivable and similar income            14,621  15,388

           

(Loss)/gain on investments                          (68,101)  78,081

           

Surplus before taxation                 4,915  105,714

           

Tax credit on surplus               27,888  7,930

           

Surplus for the financial year           32,803  113,644

These summary financial statements have been extracted from the full annual accounts which were approved by the Board on 
April 23, 2019, however these summary statements have not been separately audited.
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Balance sheet as at 31 December 2018     
         

          

Fixed assets

Tangible assets

Investments

Current assets 

Debtors  

Cash at bank and in hand

               

Creditors            

Amounts falling due within one year

Net current assets

               

Total assets less current liabilities

               

Provision for liabilities

Net assets

               

Reserves 

Income and expenditure account

    
    

 2017

£ 

90,318

841,454

   
 931,772

 

527,920

105,000

632,920 

(625,361)

7,559

  

939,331

 

(17,382)

921,949

921,949

    
    

  2016

£

 

63,309

813,731  

877,040

526,421

352,071

878,492

(799,670)

78,822

 

955,862

(1,110)

954,752

954,752

   
2018 

£

   
2017 

£
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