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In January 2021 the Government published a White Paper called “Skills for Jobs”.

Central to the course of action it outlined in this was that it intended to put “employers at the heart
of the system so that education and training leads to jobs that can improve productivity and fill
Skills gaps”.

The particular “skills gap” identified was qualification at “higher technical levels”. The broad idea is
that too many young people had been attracted into Level 4 “degree” qualifications, rather than
into Level 4 “technical” qualifications (or the “vocational” pathways that might lead to these,
beginning with apprenticeships). The outcome was that, on the one hand, “only 66% of working-
age graduates are in high-skilled employment” whilst, on the other, “we do not have enough
technicians, engineers or health and social care professionals to meet the many vital challenges
we face’.

A key practical response to this situation is the establishment of “Local Skills Improvement Plans”,
which are to be drawn up by “business representative organisations” (principally, it was envisaged,
local Chambers of Commerce). They are intended to bring “employers, colleges and other
providers, and local stakeholders together to set out the key changes needed to make technical
Skills training more responsive to employers’ skills needs. These plans will improve the links
between employers and providers and give providers a clear articulation of skills needs in an area.
Providers will be empowered to shape their provision to respond to skill needs”.

The LSIPs will be more in the way of “shopping lists” than completed forward road maps. As the
“Application Guidance” rather oddly puts it:

“An LSIP will need to set out a clear vision of the future state:

» The change it is seeking to accomplish and why it is achievable

* Based initially on a few strategic priorities that resonate with local partners to gain traction and
maximise impact

* Focussing on where innovation and investment are happening, or where new inward investment
is sought that will have a significant effect on skills demand in key sectors and occupations.”

Running parallel to this declaration of need, FE Colleges will be able to apply for money from a
“Strategic Development Fund” to help them meet the aspirations set out in the LSIP.

FE Colleges will simultaneously be encouraged to adopt longer-term structural changes to orient
themselves towards the emphasis on technical skills outcomes. One way of doing this will be by
establishing “College Business Centres”. Some will be permitted to take the bigger step of
becoming an “Institute of Technology”. There are none of these latter currently in Lancashire, but
Blackpool and Fylde College is part of a “second wave” (partnered by the East Lancs Hospital
Trust and Burnley College, but not, for some reason, by Blackburn).



An application process for a limited number of LSIP “trailblazers” began in April 2021 and this led
to a Lancashire LSIP being set up (round about October?) by East Lancashire and North and
West Lancashire Chambers of Commerce (with the North and West Chamber taking the lead).
This Lancashire LSIP is currently running an employer survey and has several online “sector”
focus groups scheduled for this January. Its “plan” will have to be submitted by March 2022.

On the FE College side, Myerscough College, acting on behalf of the “Lancashire Colleges” group,
is tasked with pulling together the accompanying “Strategic Development Fund” bid.

Skills anticipation is not a new idea, and neither is the conviction that business input has a crucial
role to play. As long ago as 1984 the White Paper “Training for Jobs” made the claim that Further
Education was failing adequately to meet the needs of industry and commerce, and this led to
Ernest Theodossin being tasked with a project to go “In Search of the Responsive College” (1986).
The plan was to engage with what were then called “informed observers” — “to include
representation from industry/commerce and trade unions”.

As recently as 2015 the International Labour Organisation was commenting, in "Anticipating and
matching skills and jobs": “Skills needs anticipation is an essential component of a sound
productive transformation and employment strategy. Forward-looking approaches to skills needs
should be at the heart of strategic policy mechanisms, with skills development planning integrated
in the creation of investment, trade, environmental, fiscal, employment and other national
strategies and industrial policies. The ILO has identified anticipation of future skills needs as a key
preventative measure to avoid skills mismatch (ILO, 2008), and as the first building block in a
strong training and skills development system”.

The persistence of the issue suggests that it is something no one has yet fully “cracked”. It also
begs the question — if just asking employers what they want is enough, why has this not already
been the solution?

Rightly or wrongly, it is not unusual for those who have considered the matter to conclude that
employer engagement, whilst crucial, is insufficient.

The "Pearson" Report "The Future of Skills; Employment in 2030" (2018) says, for instance: "The
reliability and validity of employer surveys....... are open to question (Cappelli, 2015). The
empirical fingerprints for skills shortages are not where we would expect them to be — namely in
wage inflation not linked to productivity growth. On the contrary, labour’s share in national income
has trended downwards in most economies since the 1990s (International Monetary Fund (IMF),
2017). Academic studies examining the issue have also failed to uncover significant shortages
(Weaver and Osterman, 2017). Where they exist, they are often attributed to the unwillingness of
employers to offer attractive remuneration to workers, suggesting that interventions that treat the
problem as an educational one are likely to be poorly targeted (Van Rens, 2015)".

The simplest mistake made by projections based solely on employer responses is that of not
taking into account the projected future employment levels for various occupation. Survey
response levels may be too low to produce robust data, and the ILO comments that “the process
is complex, and requires considerable expertise (for more information, see Cedefop, ETF, ILO,
2015, Volume 5)".

Crucially, the ILO observes: “As well as identifying past and current trends, the anticipation of skills
needs clearly requires a future focus. The trends identified, and various other pieces of



intelligence, can be combined and projected to reflect potential future outcomes in different ways.
These may be summarized as follows:

* quantitative employment projections by sector and occupation, based on macroeconomic
modelling, referred to as “forecasts”;

* qualitative methods, including focus groups, round tables, expert interviews, foresights and
scenario development;

* surveys among employers, i.e. establishments or enterprises;

* tracer studies of school/training graduates and school-to-work transition surveys.”

In their joint paper for the G20 Employment Working Group in June 2018 the OECD and ILO
pointed out that needs change not just in respect of the changing proportions of differing types of
work, but also as the occupational landscape itself changes: "The substantial advances that have
been made recently in Artificial Intelligence (Al), robotics, the diffusion of digital technologies and
the associated creation and destruction of jobs, are putting increasing pressure on the role of skill
needs anticipation and forecasting. At the same time, the disruptive nature of these changes
makes the task of predicting future skill needs evermore challenging. Skills supply is also evolving
but takes time to adapt to emerging skill needs. The development of new training programmes,
which are the main policy tools to respond to skill needs and emerging skill gaps, can take some
time, particularly for programs at higher levels and of longer duration”.

In some broad respects, what the Government is now talking about is — if one ignores the potential
scale of investment — not wildly apart from issues we have raised ourselves. In our 2021
Response to the Lancashire Economic Review, for instance, we wrote: “We have looked.....at the
degree-level courses offered by the University Centre at Blackburn College, and our estimate is
that there are only 13 out of 113 one would define as STEM courses and that these are
predominantly engineering. We appreciate that there will be other higher-level qualifications not
captured by this, but when one considers that the issue of enrolment to the University Centre has
been identified as a problem one wonders whether support for it to increase its STEM provision
might not be a way forward of mutual benefit’.

One specific oddity of the LSIP process is that it somewhat intrudes into an area that was already
being occupied by another business-dominated, Government sponsored initiative — the “Local
Enterprise Partnership”. The Lancashire Enterprise Partnership has for some time had a “Skills
and Employment Panel”, with the public face of a “Skills and Employment Hub”, that has been
working very much the same ground in a way that has appeared more cognisant of the importance
of trying to anticipate areas that need to be developed.

The idea of a “local industrial strategy” is not now so often mentioned, but the work of the “Skills

and Employment Panel” did at least have the merit of being placed in the context of the need for
such a strategy — the need, that is, for investment not just in training but in the anticipated growth
areas also.

The 2015 ILO Report: "Anticipating Skills Needs for Green Jobs" put the matter this way: "Skills
development strategies can only efficiently address labour market needs when they are linked to
broader national or sectoral strategies (ILC, 2004; ILC, 2008). Earlier research by the ILO showed
that skills policies and environmental policies are still often dealt with in isolation with a lack of
coherency and coordination (Strietska et al., 2011). In order to be useful and meaningful, research
into skills for green jobs has to be linked to specific strategies, and to the specific activities that will
be required for those strategies to be successful”.



The December 2021 “Labour Research” article “Developing green skills” described the need for
this synergy in practical terms: “For example, reaching zero heating emissions, including the
installation of heat pumps, will require a skilled workforce of nearly 70,000 people that currently
doesn't exist. A mass roll-out of electric vehicle (EV) charging infrastructure, and the electrification
of rail and water transport, will require a significant number of electricians. But the Federation of
Master Builders says electricians are among the top six occupations in short supply”.

In fact, many areas, in addition to “green skills”, that we would identify as being key to economic
development in East Lancashire — such as re-industrialisation and the digital economy — depend to
a degree on us having in future skills for which there may not yet be a fully developed demand.

On the question of digital skills, for instance, we noted in our 2021 Response to the Lancashire
Economic Review that Lancashire Enterprise Partnership had undertaken a Sector Skills Baseline
Study for “Creative and Digital” in 2015 and that this study found that found that: “For computer
sciences the Lancashire provision is 7 per cent below the national average and taking into account
the wider North West, it is some 5.5 per cent below the national level...... Given that the demand
from local employers and the Creative Economy as a whole in the UK lies predominantly in the
need for an increase in a range of digital skills, this presents a particular local challenge of
potential skills recruitment, and the retention of locally developed creative talent”.

We should bear in mind, by the way, that “digital skills” covers an awfully wide range of
possibilities. Here is the range of skills “Tech Nation” reckons an IT System Architect needs:

For an ‘IT System Architect’ the top twenty skills in demand are shown in the chart below. Architecture,
Amazon AWS as well as Business and Data Management tend to be the top skills sought by employers.
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(Source: Tech Nation, Adzuna, 2021)



The example of our lag in computer sciences below the national average reminds us that any skills
assessment plan will be simply going through the motions if it is not backed up by a genuine
commitment to invest. One would, in fact, be surprised if the FE sector were to prove the sole or
primary location for achieving some of the skills a LSIP will identify — and if it had anywhere near
the capacity to deliver them.

The White Paper promises “£1.5 billion of capital funding to improve the condition of further
education colleges, a further £291 million to support 16-19-year-olds and £375 million

to deliver our contribution to the Plan for Jobs in 2021-22”, but the FE sector has seen years of
cuts to its running costs. In 2019 the Nuffield Foundation commented: “Funding per student aged
16—18 has seen the biggest squeeze of all stages of education in recent years. School sixth forms
have faced budget cuts of 23% per student since their peak in 2010—11, while further education
and sixth-form college funding per student has fallen by about 12% over the same period”.

It is hard for most citizens to have a perspective on what the sums of money politicians bandy
around actually mean in terms of what could be delivered. How much, for instance, would it cost
to develop a STEM Centre at Blackburn College or to turn Imperial Mill into a Digital Catapult? The
initial “Strategic Development Fund” will be £65m spread across 18 different geographic areas,
most of them embracing several Colleges. 60% will be for capital spending, and 40% for revenue.
There is no guarantee that it will be spread evenly, but even were Blackburn to get the whole of
Lancashire’s share it would be unlikely to fund what we would see as these two key projects.

At one point the Lancashire LSIP made an unexpected lunge for wider public participation. On
December 9" and article appeared of the East Lancashire Chamber’s website, alongside variants
in other places (suggesting a press release had been issued), which said that “The Chambers’
LSIP business engagement team is seeking the views of Lancashire’s workers and those currently
seeking employment to help form the plan”. The channel for doing this was not clear from the
LIPS website, and so | wrote to them seeking clarification. | did not get a reply.

If delegates do have any specific proposals they would like to see fed into the process it would
remain open to us to write to the team again. “Engagement”, however, remains elusive when
there is no real intention of dialogue.

lan Gallagher
January 2022



