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February 2010

BACKGROUND

In January 2009, the Pennine Lancashire local authority leaders signed the Multi-Area Agreement with government.  The MAA includes higher education and skills as two of the key themes.  The MAA has facilitated the opportunity to roll out the Blackburn with Darwen City Strategy Pathfinder area from Blackburn with Darwen to Pennine Lancashire.  This has led to the Department for Work and Pensions opening up a direct conversation which involves consultation over future proposals on welfare to work contracts and the opportunity to co-commission, both of which will provide support to disadvantaged people in the labour market.

Underpinning the MAA is the Integrated Economic Strategy (IES) which sets out the key areas of underperformance and proposes strategic interventions to address this.  It supports the move towards a higher value, more sustainable economy and recognises the important role Pennine Lancashire will play in supporting growth in neighbouring city regions.  The IES priorities include business growth in aerospace and manufacturing; raising education and skills attainment at all levels; addressing the graduate deficit; addressing worklessness and investing in infrastructure.

Since signing the MAA, the employment and skills board has been established, led by a chair from the private sector.  The board will bring together the supply and demand sides of the Pennine Lancashire labour market and ensure that skill levels match the needs of employers.  

They will also play a role in expanding the city strategy pathfinder and in influencing the commissioning of welfare to work contracts adding value to the mainstream to support the long term aim of reducing unemployment and benefit dependency.  
In order to do this effectively, the board will need to clearly understand the local economy, skills gaps, employer needs and also consider the future skills requirements based on job growth both within Pennine Lancashire and the wider area, i.e. Greater Manchester & Leeds City Regions and the rest of Lancashire
A pro-active approach is needed to ensure a culture change for future generations who will be encouraged and given every opportunity to progress into further and higher education, and take up apprenticeship places in a bid to reduce levels of benefit dependency and provide employers with the skills base needed.  The board will need to consider replacement demand to ensure that the younger generation are equipped with the right skills and qualifications to progress to vacancies left by employees who retire or move on.  

The NWDA will be the lead body on developing the regional skills strategy and it is expected that the Employment and Skills Board will work closely with them.  Together they will shape the funding priorities and regional strategy for the Skills Funding Agency who will be the single funding provider for adult skills outside of higher education.  

The changes in 14-19 provision will allow the Employment and Skills Board greater opportunity to influence the commissioning of this service so that courses reflect the needs of employers and Pennine Lancashire economy.  

Although the Employment and Skills Board will primarily focus on aligning employer demand and skills provision to support the aspirations of the integrated economic strategy they have recognised that there are a range of factors preventing some people progressing into work or retaining their jobs.  

This paper seeks to explore whether the current PLACE structure and activities are sufficient enough to ensure those people most disadvantaged, are not forgotten and indeed, whether this is best tackled on an MAA footprint at all or through current local authority and LSP structures.  

A NEW DUTY

The Equality Bill is expected to receive Royal Assent in Spring 2010, with certain elements, particularly the socio-economic duty on public bodies and the public sector Equality Duty likely to come into force in 2011.  

The Bill strengthens laws around equality by introducing a new public sector duty to consider reducing socio-economic inequalities and using public procurement to improve equality.  The Equality Duty will cover age; sexual orientation; religious beliefs; pregnancy and breast-feeding.  

The new duty aims to create a fairer society where everyone can progress regardless of their social class and will require public bodies to consider how they will reduce the barriers that hold people back, block aspirations and prevent people fulfilling their potential.

If a public body makes a decision which will widen the gap between rich and poor, they will need to be able to explain their rationale if asked or challenged. Compliance will be monitored by the Audit Commission and inspectorates such as Ofsted, through existing mechanisms.   Individuals and groups may be able to bring a judicial review if they think that the public body has failed to perform the duty.

It is unclear, within the Bill, what the arrangements are for those policies agreed across local authority boundaries.  
In 2008 the Government set up the National Equality Panel which has produced a report clearly showing how inequality is cumulative over an individuals’ lifetime and carried through generations.  The report shows that intervention is most effective during pre-schools years and at the transition from education to employment.  
ADDRESSING THE ISSUES IN PENNINE LANCASHIRE
Changes in the 14 – 19 education provision will allow the Employment and Skills Board greater opportunity to influence the commissioning of this service.  From April 2010, the LSC will be dissolved and some of its powers and duties will transfer to local authorities.  The local authorities will be required to secure enough suitable education and training to meet the reasonable needs of people aged 16 – 19 years.  The Employment and Skills Board aim to be in a position to influence the provision by ensuring there are sufficient diploma opportunities, apprenticeship placements and college and university courses that are tailored to meet local job growth and employer demand, as well as linking effectively with employment opportunities generated in the Manchester and Leeds City Regions and the rest of Lancashire.
The new duty will allow public bodies to use procurement to drive equality.  When procuring education and training, public bodies will be able to ensure that providers offer fair opportunities for all societies to access education and training. 

To address some of the deprivation issues the Equality Bill ensures the need to look at what some of the barriers to accessing employment, training and education opportunities could be.  For example, new job opportunities created out of town should be accessible by other means than just car journey.  Transport authorities will need to consider the options for re-routing buses or providing subsidised bus routes from deprived area to access these jobs.  

The Equality Duty means that local authorities will have to consider the needs of a diverse group, not just ensure work place equality.  Colleges and Universities will have to ensure they have facilities available to enable students from all diversities to have the same opportunities in a learning environment.  The skills gap needs to be addressed at all levels, not just HE places for high skilled jobs.  Many people have barriers to accessing learning and jobs including disruptive home lives; dependents which may make them late for work or classes; peer pressure; generational benefit dependency and simply not knowing how to apply for a job or having the confidence to fill in application forms for college courses or employment.  Employers may not see these barriers as an issue for their company, but if support can be provided to overcome these barriers, then employers will have a greater active working age population to recruit from.  

Education providers need to ensure that they can offer access to work courses which adapt to religious belief, eg Friday prayer, and consider other social issues as to why people may not be accessing services eg wanting female only training.  

Being classed as living in poverty, doesn’t just mean living in an environment where parents don’t have a job and are benefit dependent.  Pennine Lancashire has a high number of people claiming benefits, but with a low wage economy, in-work poverty is also an issue.  Single parents, part-time workers or where only one adult in the house-hold is working can all lead to in-work poverty.  In 2007/08 nationally, 29% of income-poor children were in households where one or more parent was in work.  Although creating higher paid jobs and better access to education will benefit the area, consideration also need to be given to ensure this doesn’t further widen the deprivation gap.  Single parents, mothers of young children or families relying on one income could find it difficult to have the confidence and opportunities to apply for these post or learning opportunities, when social factors could hinder their access. 

Rural poverty also needs to be considered.  Transport access to jobs could be limited, average pay jobs in an area could be limited and therefore local people may not be able to get onto the housing ladder in the area they have been brought up in.  They may not want to leave their home town/village and with limited access to jobs and education, may choose to rely on benefits.  

Perceptions of an area that someone lives in can also lead to discrimination.  Consideration needs to be given to how to make an area better for the people living there, rather than getting people into higher paid jobs for them to then move out to another more affluent area.  Some people rely on the support of family and friends in their local area whilst they access education and jobs.  Encouraging people in education and employment to stay in their own area, by offering neighbourhood support or a safe, clean environment can have a positive effect by improving the aspirations of others that live in that area and setting an example.  

The decline in the manufacturing industry and the impact of the recession will have left many redundant after long-term employment.  They will have the skills necessary for other jobs but not necessarily the confidence or experience to apply for these posts and may also face age discrimination issues.  

The local authorities have a duty to ensure that everybody has a fair opportunity to access employment and skills at all levels.

Benefit and welfare reforms

The Welfare Reform Bill was introduced in 2009 and an impact assessment has already been carried out.  The Welfare Reform Bill further reforms welfare and the benefit system to improve support and incentives for people to move from benefits into work.  Income support has been abolished and the system will now be based on two main out of work benefits – Employment and Support Allowance or Jobseekers Allowance.  Job Centre plus will process initial benefit and job search support but providers will also compete for contracts based on payment by results and focus on getting people into work.  Part of the reform includes government devolving power at the local level so partners play an active role in commissioning welfare to work services.  Pennine Lancashire is already in a strong position and through the MAA is already working with the DWP on co-commissioning.  However, there are concerns that the new approach to commissioning may impact on the ability of some smaller social enterprises to access contracts in the future. 
The reforms aim to increase employment to release resources to eradicate child poverty by 2020.  Reforms to increase support for, and expectation of lone parents, supported by improvements in childcare and rights to flexible working, will support more people into work and lift more children out of poverty.  Overall, at this early stage, ESA has had marginal impact as 69% of applicants were found to be fit for work, compared with 65% of applicants to incapacity benefit.  
Skills strategy

The government plans to enable three quarters of young people to either participate in higher education or complete an advanced apprenticeship.  Strong pathways into higher education will need to be built for apprentices, along with the reassurance that their qualifications will be recognised in the employment market.  The Government intends to offer a £1000 incentive for the 1000 best qualified apprentices going into higher education.

The government also aims to work with businesses to help fund areas of the economy that would boost growth and jobs, providing around £100m to support 160,000 training in specialised areas such as advanced manufacturing, engineering, digital sector.

The skills strategy challenges business to invest more, engage more and make the most of their workforce.  The overall aim is to ‘empower the further education system to meet the needs of businesses and learners’.   This has to be balanced alongside companies and the public sector having to cut spending and inevitably training budgets.

At the same time there are growing pressures on public finances, which is affecting both further and higher education. It is important that the public and third sectors work more closely together to improve the opportunities for all sections of the community, especially the most vulnerable and disadvantaged.  The two sectors should work together to:-

· Improve the quality of information, advice and guidance available across both public and third sector agencies

· Improve the quality of job search support (e.g. support for people to submit on-line job applications)

· Improve the quality and range of adult skills provision so that there are clear pathways between the public and third sectors and the effective utilisation of resources 
Economic assessment duty

The Local Democracy, Economic Development and Construction Bill places a new duty on county councils and unitary authorities to assess the economic conditions of their area.  Blackburn with Darwen Council and LCC have agreed to undertake the economic assessment on an MAA footprint for Pennine Lancashire working closely with district councils and other partners.

Through this Bill the Government has recognised the important role that local authorities play in business growth and support to local companies and the powers they have in infrastructure and transport and linking people up to jobs.  The economic assessment duty will provide the evidence base of strengths and weaknesses for local authorities and ensure that future interventions are well informed.  The economic assessment duty will need to consider the social and environmental trends and interventions taken which will impact on the economy.  There will be an expectation to analyse causes of worklessness, examine key weaknesses of the local labour market and take account of the capacity of agencies to deliver across employment and skills programmes.  
Financial inclusion

The DWP have contracted work to develop financial inclusion across Pennine Lancashire.  The work has been commissioned based on hot spots and affordable need.  Although working within local authority areas on a neighbourhood level, the work undertaken will also provide a strategic view on a Pennine Lancashire footprint.  A review will be undertaken on debt care, benefit maximisation, credit unions etc identifying gaps and suggesting customised solutions.  The review also includes agreement from the banks and building societies to provide basic bank accounts as far as is possible which should provide additional support to addressing the barriers to employment for the financially and socially excluded.   
Monitoring framework
Councils have their own scrutiny arrangements for decisions made by the council and a strong working relationship to highlight concerns to partner agencies on some of their decisions, eg health.  The new Equality Duty will provide a legal framework for people and groups to challenge and ask for a review of projects, decisions and policies if they feel it doesn’t provide equal opportunities for all societies.  Arrangements need to be in place to examine the evidence on socio-economic inequalities relevant to decisions made.  Compliance of the Equality Duty will be monitored through the Audit Commission and other inspection bodies such as Ofsted.

Role of the Pennine Lancashire Third Sector Board
The third sector board was set up to bring the third sector across Pennine Lancashire together to support the objectives of the MAA and look at opportunities where the third sector could complement the services commissioned by local authorities and public sector partners.

The third sector provides invaluable support to deprived communities and plays a key role in supporting people, from all social sectors, into employment and education.

The chair of the third sector board and another member of the Board are members of the Employment and Skills Board and will provide the communication links between the two groups.  It is important that similar arrangements between the public and third sectors are made at the local level between the respective Community Networks and the economic regeneration arms of the Local Strategic Partnerships.
Conclusion

The Employment and Skills Board have a challenge in ensuring that, based on employer led demand, colleges and universities can provide local residents with the skills they need to apply for local jobs and to progress through employment.   Changes to education provision, the skills strategy and expanding the city strategy pathfinder will all impact on the work of the Employment and Skills Board.

Many services to support people into and progress through employment should, and are, provided at a local level.  Local people need to be able to access local services that can be tailored to meet the needs of their local community or social group.  However, there is a need to ensure that public and third sector provision complement each other and that where appropriate, services are offered on a functioning social area.  The Third Sector Board is positioned to support the framework to provide a strategic overview and co-ordination of these services.  

Whilst providing the opportunities for people to get the skills they need to get into work and progress is important, we also need to recognise the social barriers that can prevent people progressing.  The Equality Bill will go some way to address this but employers; education and support service providers need to ensure consideration to social barriers is embedded in their culture.

Next Steps

With the agreement of PLACE, the Pennine Lancashire Third Sector Board will work closely with the Economic Assessment Duty group and with the Pennine Lancashire Employment and Skills Board to build a better understanding and closer working relationship between the public and third sectors on employment and skills issues and will ensure that the economic assessment will consider the evidence base and the potential implications of the new equality duty for Pennine Lancashire.  
Although the Employment and Skills Board will focus on skills, employment growth and private sector demand, the chair of the Pennine Lancs third sector board will provide the link between the two groups to ensure the deprivation gap does not widen. 
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