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Skills Task and Finish Group Initial Outcomes
1. Purpose of the Paper 
To provide initial thoughts and conclusions from the Skills Task and Finish Group

2. Timing

Initial thoughts to be submitted by 31.7.10 for inclusion into the 20.8.10 CAG meeting  
3. Recommendation

That the Skills T & F Group continues its work to refine where the WMRAF can add value and best represent the wishes and needs of West Midland rural communities.
This should, where possible, fit to the current deadline of 30.8.10, with further findings being forwarded to feed into the ministerial meeting on 20.9.10, if applicable.

The group should make recommendations about further pieces of work/ Task and Finish Groups 
4. Background


The group discussed the following topics:

	Purpose of the group 

	Rural skills in the West Midlands – current position 

a. land based

b. other

	Discussion – responses to the following questions:

a. How effective are current initiatives and funding?

b. Does communication with students and employers need to improve, if so, how?

c. Do we need to pay particular attention to traditional building skills, if so what needs to be done?

d. Are additional steps needed to help the rural unemployed?

e. Can be more be done to help those unemployed that are 50 years+?

f. What more can be done to assist the unemployed that are under 25?



	Next steps 





Full notes and actions can be viewed here


The group agreed the following criteria for the parameters of its work:
· Economic sectors that are particularly important to the rural economy, such as agriculture and horticulture

· Sectors that are only found in rural areas, such as forestry

· Subjects related to rurality, such as demographics, remoteness and transport.

It was agreed that we cannot make expert pronouncements on sectors such as manufacturing or hairdressing that are part of both the rural and urban economies, though generic skills issues that we discuss (e.g. transport to workplaces) may be relevant to those sectors. There was also agreement that major food businesses that rely on surrounding farms for their raw materials are within scope, though again this does not mean that we can or should try to go into detail about their specific skills requirements or the barriers to meeting them.
This led to the following actions:

a. LBB to make enquiries within LANTRA regarding data regarding the need and availability of traditional building skills

b. DC to ask English Heritage and National Trust for their views on traditional building skills issues, need etc.
c. CC asked if he could provide a pen picture of what the rural unemployed could look like (possibly based on data for Herefordshire, Shropshire and Telford), e.g. demographics, skills levels, remoteness
d. DC to incorporate discussion points as necessary and where relevant in draft WMRAF LEP letter
5. Discussion

The Skills Task and Finish Group and WMRAF should consider and discuss the information and discussion from the Skills T & F meeting on 23.7.10 in relation to the following questions:
a. What are the relevant issues for rural areas?
Interim conclusions: 
· the ‘skills deficit’ in relation to the land-based sectors and other sectors of the rural economy of the region; 
· transport to workplaces; 
· gaining access to funds (including EU funds) that may assist; encouraging and enabling people to acquire skills that may not lead to a qualification but could lead to (better) employment; 
· encouraging more (mostly young) people to take advantage of apprenticeships; the quality of careers guidance in schools in relation to rural and particularly land-based employment; cross-border inconsistencies; 
· the complexity of numerous and overlapping schemes for the unemployed; 
· the inflexibility of Train to Gain and the need for it to better meet the needs of SMEs; 
· the scope for Rural Hubs to help bridge the skills deficit in rural areas by ensuring that the right training courses are laid on, perhaps in conjunction with LandSkills; the demise of national funding for Fresh Start, which has the potential to help get young people into farm businesses as partners.
b. Of these, which of these are being adequately addressed by others?
Interim conclusions: too early to say; this will be considered by the group in the coming weeks.
c. What is left to address?
Interim conclusions: too early to say; this will be considered by the group in the coming weeks.
d. What is the role of the RAF in delivering / addressing these 

Interim conclusions: too early to say; this will be considered by the group in the coming weeks.
Conclusions to these questions will be submitted late August / early September 10.
Contact details:  

David Collier
Email: david.collier@nfu.org.uk
Tel: 01952 400500
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West Midlands Rural Affairs Forum Skills task and finish meeting

23 July 2010 10:00

NFU Regional Office, Telford

2. Chairman’s Introduction and Apologies

	Present

	David Collier (Chaired)
	Rebecca Mackay

	Laura Biddick-Bray
	Corin Crane

	Martin Wilson (for Nigel Hill)
	Stephen Fox

	Andrew Tyley
	

	Apologies had been received from: Delia Yapp, Gary Woodman, Nigel Hill


The Chair began the meeting by providing the background behind the commissioning of this T & F, beginning with the WMRAF review and key stakeholder feedback, priority setting and agreed way forward following the June Forum meeting.

The Chair asked group members to consider how any recommendations could be framed taking into account the fast change of regional, local and national landscape, and how funds could be accessed for rural priorities when the regional co-ordination units are gone.

Corin crane provided background reading from the Regional Skills Partnership and Regional Observatory, which give information on the current regional position and policies, their suggested way forward, and data.  It was suggested that a possible starting point would be to rural proof these documents so that if taken forward by LEPs they accurately reflect rural needs.  Please see:

· Regional Skills Investment Priorities Statement 2011 – 2012

· Regional Strategic and investment skills priorities for 2011 – 2012: policy supplement

· Framework for measuring success
3. Purpose of the Group

The group read and agreed the generic ToR provided by WMRAF for all T & Fs.  

The group agreed the following suggested criteria:
· Economic sectors that are particularly important to the rural economy, such as agriculture and horticulture

· Sectors that are only found in rural areas, such as forestry

· Subjects related to rurality, such as demographics, remoteness and transport.

There seemed general agreement that we cannot make expert pronouncements on sectors such as manufacturing or hairdressing that are part of the rural and urban economies, though generic skills issues that we discuss (e.g. transport to workplaces) may be relevant to those sectors. There also seemed agreement that major food businesses that rely on surrounding farms for their raw materials are within scope, though again this does not mean that we can or should try to go into detail about their specific skills requirements or the barriers to meeting them.
4. Rural Skills in the West Midlands – current position

a. Land Based

Laura Biddick-Bray from LANTRA provided background on the types of jobs and careers available within the rural land-based sector.  She is able to share fact sheets and more detailed data, if members find this useful.

There was a wider discussion about accessing funds to help deliver skills within rural communities, and helping people get to work by providing particular skills that may not form a full qualification, and the big opportunities available through apprenticeships.  It was noted that there substantial opportunities for skills funding through European funding streams.

b. Other

The group discussed the wider skills issues and general access issues such as transport, funding, wider understanding of some of the related land-based skills, and the potential impact of broadband on widening the range of skills that would be useful in rural areas.   


5. Discussion – responses to the following questions:

g. How effective are current initiatives and funding?

a. Need to continue cross-border dialogue to address inconsistencies

b. Need a more joined-up approach to reduce inconsistency and anomalies

c. New initiatives overlay existing ones, e.g. numerous schemes for unemployed, causing complexity and inconsistency

d. Funding mechanisms do not reflect rurality, e.g. additional travel costs

e. Train to gain has been “one-size fits all” approach and isn’t suited to SME needs

f. Scope for Rural Hubs to do more

g. National funding for Fresh Start due to end next year (this is felt to be a successful and there is support for it to be continued – expanded?)

h. There is need for simplification

i. Inconsistency is only acceptable where it results from bottom-up approach tailored to the needs of an area of population

h. Does communication with students and employers need to improve, if so, how?
a. Yes

b. Careers advice: scope for improvement

i. There needs to be an acknowledgement that high-level skills are needed in the rural economy

ii. More joined-up approach needed, and more transparency re earnings in different sectors

c. Need to persuade those in work and employers of the need for continuing training and up-skilling

i. Do we need to pay particular attention to traditional building skills, if so what needs to be done?

a. It was felt more information was needed before this question could be fully addressed, e.g. the demand for these skills and current supply

ACTION: LBB to make enquiries within LANTRA regarding data
ACTION: DC to ask English Heritage and National Trust for their views
j. Are additional steps needed to help the rural unemployed?

a. We need continuation of wheels to work or similar schemes to help the rural unemployed get to work

b. We need a clearer idea of who the rural unemployed are and what their needs are

ACTION: CC asked if he could provide a pen picture of what the rural unemployed could look like (possibly based on data for Herefordshire, Shropshire and Telford), e.g. demographics, skills levels, remoteness
k. Can be more be done to help those unemployed that are 50 years+?

a. The amount of extra help needed depends on the answer to the previous question (i.e. better information re demographic)

b. Tie in with discussions re traditional building skills

i. Scope for re-training to supplement a pension from previous career (i.e. military)

c. Need to emphasis on part-time work opportunities?

d. Need discussions with Job Centre plus

l. What more can be done to assist the unemployed that are under 25?

a. Yes, there is a need for more help

b. Are trainees ready for work as soon as they have their qualifications (do they have insight into “softer” requirements of employers)?

c. Business identify a need for an improved work ethic

d. Work placements can be valuable but suitable for all rural businesses

e. We need closer links between rural employers and schools & colleges (complementing career guidance) to improve  understanding of each others needs

f. W to W initiatives
6. Next Steps

ACTION: DC & RM to draft a initial thoughts paper for WMRAF in consultation with T&F Group
ACTION: DC to incorporate discussion points as necessary and where relevant in draft WMRAF LEP letter
7. AOB – no other business noted
