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East Midlands Skills Strategy

Consultation Response

The Nottinghamshire: City & County Employment & Skills Board [ESB] welcomes the production of this strategy consultation document and the process that has been outlined for developing both the strategy and the Skills Priorities Statement.  We particularly welcome news that the EM Skills Priorities Statement will have a high level of local specificity and anticipate that this will fit well with the priorities identified by the ESB in its strategy Nottinghamshire Working & Skilled.
The Employment & Skills Board in its discussion at the May Board, asked that the East Midlands Skills Strategy reconsider the balance of the strategy to place greater emphasis on the sub regional and local rather than the regional dimension.  They considered that, in the context of the new Coalition Government, it would give the document more longevity if it was built from the bottom up with the emphasis on regional coordination rather than regional planning.  A document that reflects the differences in our region and achieves the best possible value for increasingly scarce funds will serve us well over this period of transition.  
We support the alignment with the objectives of the Regional Economic Strategy.  The themes of Raising Productivity, Ensuring Sustainability and Achieving Equality are evident in our own strategy and provide clear linkages to the Themes identified for the EMSS.  

Due to the timescales involved, this response has been informed by the May ESB meeting, comments from the ESB Advisory Board and from our newly endorsed strategy.  We would be keen to ensure a more comprehensive process for engaging partners in the next stage of consultation.  

Theme 1: The Role of Skills in Economic Change

The proposed Areas of Focus fit well with priorities identified in Nottinghamshire Working & Skilled, however we consider that the prevalence of people of working age with no or low skill levels is a major inhibitor to achievement of sustainable economic development and achieving equality in Nottinghamshire.  
We strongly support to focus on innovation, enterprise skills and leadership & management identified in this document and look forward to working with you to develop innovative activities within current financial constraints.  
We also support measures to increase demand for skills at all levels, and particularly level 3.  This document does not start to identify the mechanisms for delivering against this aspiration, and again we would welcome joint working in this area.
Tackling economic exclusion must remain a high priority, however we all recognise that there will be significant financial constraints on all partner organisations.  This will make effective partnership working more important so that we make best use of our collective scarce resources.  We will need to ensure that welfare to work programmes align with the skills offer in Nottinghamshire and across the East Midlands.  In addition, we must ensure that local authority and health partners work with us to maximise the engagement of those economically excluded and refer those individuals into skills provision which can enhance employability.  
In addition, we will have to work hard to support a supply chain that delivers added value in terms of working with those most excluded from the labour market.  The East Midlands is fortunate to have a strong Voluntary & Community Sector; notably so in Nottinghamshire where the sector is well supported by Enable.  We will need to ensure that the sector are provided with opportunities to tender in order to sustain a thriving sector which is able to engage those furthest from the labour market.  
Theme 2: Skills for the Region’s priority sectors

The ESB would endorse the view that skills for enterprise and leadership are fairly generic.  Good leaders can lead in any business area irrespective of their professional/sector background.  Given this viewpoint, and the scarcity of resources, we would not wish to see a different approach to leadership and enterprise in each of the priority sectors unless there was compelling evidence that this was necessary.
This area of the strategy will need significant input from businesses and providers to ensure that the actions are robust and meet identified need.  We are supportive of the need for a flexible and multi-skilled workforce, however we would prefer that the need for transferable skills is made specific as this does not necessarily equate to flexibility.  

We understand the need for a regional strategy to include sectors which cover all areas of the East Midlands, but would also ask that the Strategy and the Skills Priorities Statement reflect that sub regional areas have also identified priority sectors and make provision for these locally identified sectors in future investment plans.   Our priority sectors were selected to address economic growth and social inclusion objectives which are vital to Nottinghamshire’s development.  
We are planning employer led activity to ensure that local priority sector needs are met in the key sectors of Construction, Health & Social Care, and Business & Finance in this financial year.  We will also revisit Retail & Distribution and niche sectors such as Science, Low Carbon, Digital and Creative Industries in future years.
Theme 3 Progression

The ESB welcomes plans to join up the EMSS with the Regional Commissioning Statement for 16-19 as this will strengthen activity locally to join up these areas of work.  ‘Learner choice’ for young people and the needs of the local economy will be difficult to reconcile and high quality Information Advice & Guidance will be critical to this process.  The strategy should address what partners can do to support the continuous improvement of IAG provision to ensure that more people become ‘informed learners’.  
The issue of “informed learners” is an important one, however, in the current fiscal climate it could be argued that this will take care of itself with regard to adult provision, and provision for those out of work, because only courses that have a value to the learner and to businesses will survive.  Appropriate IAG is vital and as our economy changes, we must ensure that the knowledge of these professionals is continually updated.  This should include IAG provision through the new Work Programme to support out of work adults.

The ESB supports employer led approaches and so would be keen to see support for businesses which includes skills utilisation.  Enterprise skills and leadership and management development will be important factors in winning hearts and minds within local businesses in order to increase the demand for higher level skills.  We also welcome the distinction made between demand for & utilisation of skills and demand for qualifications.  
We consider that the links between businesses, FE and HE have improved considerably, and would not advocate another layer of engagement with businesses at this stage, but to incentivise providers to build on and strengthen those relationships e.g. through the procurement process.  It will be much more beneficial to develop the knowledge transfer links between colleges, universities and businesses, skills linkages will follow as a result.

Theme 4: Improving the Quality and Responsiveness of Supply

Broadly speaking we endorse the proposed Areas of Focus as these correlate well with those in our strategy.  We particularly welcome the acknowledgement of the issue of low skills in parts of Nottinghamshire, and for key groups e.g. some Black & Minority Ethnic Groups.  

Employment and Skills Boards have an important role in ensuring the responsiveness of supply.  Forecasting is a notoriously difficult science but without the input of employers through an ESB structure getting skills supply right will be impossible.  ESBs will be spending a lot of time taking soundings from employers and commissioning research where there are gaps in knowledge to ensure that the supply-side is able to respond.  However, it could also be argued that the supply-side needs to find ways to be able to respond more quickly to changes in demand and this needs to be addressed as a matter of some urgency.

There has been a huge growth in the service-based economy in the three main cities in the region but particularly so in Nottingham and Leicester.  Many of the citizens of the region with the lowest levels of qualifications are also poorly equipped with some of the more generic employability skills needed especially in a service-based economy.  Partly this is about self-confidence and low esteem but this is often related to a perceived and actual gap in being able to communicate confidently both verbally and in writing.  Although this has been an identified need for we continue to struggle to find ways to equip those furthest from the labour market with these skills.  This comment applies equally to young people and adults, many of whom are in the workforce but may be faced with a need to update their current skill-set, or change careers completely, in response to the evolving economic position both sub-regionally and regionally.  Skills for sustainable employment are vital.
We would welcome plans to facilitate the take up of new technology which could help to meet the needs of those in rural areas, those confined to the home and those who are otherwise unable to attend college provision.  Recent pilots have identified a need for private sector expertise to be utilised in order to develop products which meet the expectations of service users, particularly young people.  
As far as the ageing population is concerned, attention needs to be given to keeping as many people as is possible in the workforce for as long as possible.  In part this is about CPD and providing new challenges and in part about the health of the working age population.  In addition to the focus on skills more emphasis should be placed on the general health and wellbeing of the working age population in line with many of the proposals contained in Dame Carol Black’s review, Working for a Healthier Tomorrow.  The resilience of the workforce is about feeling engaged and empowered and in part this is about an employee feeling they have the right skills.  Equally training for training’s sake is not likely to add to an older workers sense of engagement.
We hope that these comments are useful in shaping the next stage of the strategy development and welcome opportunities to continue to shape the EMSS and the Skills Priority Statement.  

The East Midlands is fortunate to have a network of Employment and Skills Boards across the region.  In Nottinghamshire we are fortunate to have high levels of employer engagement in the ESB, both at Board level and in the wider work of the partnership.  Although the future of much of our infrastructure is currently uncertain, we hope that this engagement will be maintained through any new structures that emerge.  
Whilst we will maintain that the appropriate spatial level for much of this activity is at a sub regional level, we would welcome a regional focus for sharing good practise, including from outside of the East Midlands.  This should include:

· sharing the evidence base for our respective strategies;

· more cost effective approaches to any of our priority actions; 

· securing employment and skills benefits from procurement at regional, sub regional and local levels; and

· good practise from outside the region in tackling some of our longstanding challenges such as tackling confidence & self esteem.
We believe that the wealth of evidence and engagement that underpins our own strategy will enable us to make an effective contribution to the direction of travel and the spending priorities at regional level.  
Nicky Church

Nottinghamshire: City & County Employment & Skills Board.
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