Improving skills in Lancashire

Summary 

Improving the skills of local people and helping them into the workforce is a key duty for local government. Lancashire County Council has been achieving this through an ambitious apprenticeship scheme. This is offering the long-term unemployed the chance to gain valuable work experience.

Key learnings

· Make sure you promote the schemes well in the community 

· Engage department heads and managers: they need to be encouraged to use apprentices and placements wherever possible 

· Set yourself targets: you have to keep pushing forward 

· Work closely with regeneration and local area agreement (LAA) colleagues and in partnership with agencies such as Jobcentre Plus and the Learning and Skills Council. 

Background

Lancashire’s economy has changed dramatically from the days when cotton was king and the county provided the muscle for Britain’s industrial revolution. The county now has diverse communities and cultures and a multi-faceted economy that was once dominated by manufacturing industry.

Lancashire County Council employs 43,000 people, making it the biggest employer in the county. The council recognises that as a significant employer in the region, it can have an impact on unemployment and improving skills.

Who was involved?

Both the apprenticeships scheme and WorkStart are overseen by the council’s Partnerships, Skills and Employability team within corporate human resources (HR). The set-up costs were £80,000 and this was funded through council budgets, external grants and the LAA.

Anne-Marie Morgan, the council’s Principal HR manager, says: 

“These schemes are undoubtedly benefiting the council. As well as meeting our duty to the local population, addressing the skills and worklessness agendas, they also help refresh the council’s workforce. On top of that, the recruitment of apprentices has saved the council money on agency staff spending.”

The problems and how we tackled them

As a major employer in the region, the council has a significant role in reducing unemployment and improving skills. Both of these are important parts of the LAA. This has been recognised by the inclusion of a principal HR manager onto the LAA’s economic development and enterprise block’s steering group. This in turn has led to a revamp in the way the council approaches work opportunities.

Lancashire has had apprenticeships for many years. However, the handful of positions have tended to be confined to business administration and engineering. That has been now been completely changed. 

One of the first steps – taken two years ago – was to expand the council’s apprenticeship scheme. The council has set itself the target of having 250 apprentices by March 2009. 

It is on course to achieve this goal, currently employing more than 120 apprentices. The places are spread across all council departments. They include teaching and care assistant positions, as well as the more traditional electrician and plumbing roles.

Most of the apprentices are given two-year contracts. With so many ‘on the books’, the council has changed the way the study element is provided. Assessors now visit the apprentices in the workplace rather than them being released for study at local colleges. 

The only exceptions are craft apprentices, who tend to be given longer contracts and complete their training away from the workplace.

Feedback from those taking part has been very positive. Danielle Ashworth, an apprentice at Lancashire County Development Ltd – the council’s economic development company, says: 

“After trying university twice I really felt that an apprenticeship would suit me.
I like the fact that I can learn new skills and widen my knowledge while working and earning money.”

The revamp of the council’s apprenticeship programme has also been accompanied by changes to the way it is promoted. The council’s HR team has taken part in recruitment events in minority ethnic communities. This is intended to reduce the under-representation of ethnic minorities in the workplace.

Internally, departments have been encouraged to consider apprentices for entry-level vacancies. Apprentices could also reduce the heavy reliance on agency staff in some areas.

But the council has also looked to work with the long-term unemployed. Lancashire has become the first council to set up a public sector work trial.
These 30-day placements allow long-term incapacity benefit claimants and single parents to gain experience in a workplace, while still being allowed to claim benefits.

The scheme, known as WorkStart, was launched in March 2008 in partnership with Jobcentre Plus. So far 21 people have taken part. Of those, three have gone on to gain full or part-time employment with the council. Another participant gained a fixed-term contract at the Department of Work and Pensions. 

Others have been put into a ‘talent pool’ to give them a head-start when future jobs and placements arise. But it is also hoped the experience will also make them more attractive to other employers.

Ian Kent, the local Jobcentre Plus manager, says the scheme has the potential to make a ‘significant’ impact.

“Getting employers to support people back into work is paramount. And this can only be achieved where real job opportunities are made available.”

Again, HR staff have worked with council departments to encourage involvement. Managers are asked to consider work placements to cover maternity leave at entry-level positions.

How we would do it better and next steps

Lancashire is currently working on a work placement scheme aimed at youngsters. ‘Step into Work’ is likely to be launched in the summer of 2008. It is aimed at 16 to 19-year-olds who have been in care and or are not in education, employment or training (NEET).

The placements are being designed to allow participants to reach NVQ level one. This will give them a helping hand into the workforce, whether at the council or another employer. 

Morgan says: 

“We are really committed to this agenda. The council, as a major employer, can make a big difference. We have had success so far and want to build on that.”
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