Notes from meeting between Claire Mitchell, Brighton and Hove Business Community Partnership (BHBCP) and Suzanne Hyde (Action 3 Researcher)  17th October 2006

EQUAL Action 2 - Employment Engagement Coordination Project 

Background and context:

Claire is the full-time Employment Engagement Coordination Project Coordinator funded solely under Equal Action 2 (she was previously the Employer Engagement Officer at Constructing Futures, until Dec 05)

Claire defines EE in this context as ‘engaging with businesses for the purposes of work-placement or job entry.’  

Claire is based at Brighton Community Partnership (www.bhbcp.org.uk) who describe themselves on their website as ‘a national charity that brings together commercial, community and voluntary sector organisations to support community development and encourage social entrepreneurship’.  They operate a kitemark scheme, ‘CommunityMark’ (to be re-launched in November) which recognises businesses who invest in their community.  Employer Engagement is recognised as one of the criteria.  It is designed to have the similar status to Investors in People.  Rationale for Claire’s location at BCP is to build on the potential of kitemark to attract EE.  Entry criteria has changed so large businesses are now eligible for an award.  

Other work that Claire does to encourage and reward business involvement in training and work placements includes liaison with the Argus who run a monthly ‘placement’ table of businesses which offer work placements to or employ clients of the OEEG members (last tues of every month, Business Section).  

In order to make her work sustainable Claire set up a network for the agencies in the City working with marginalised job seekers to network within and to share best practice with one another with the intention of improving the number of businesses engaged, Operational Employer Engagement Group (OEEG).  There are 2 main networks within Employer Engagement, the Operational Employer Engagement Group (OEEG), which includes 45 members, and a Strategy Group (who Claire reports to) that plans the direction of EE locally (and includes representation from the LSC, Sussex Enterprise , Brighton & Hove City Council, Economic Partnership, AIF/EDE, Sussex Careers, University of Sussex, SCTP, City College Brighton & Hove etc. She doesn’t usually deal directly with employers unless through giving presentations at various business events and forums across the City on behalf of the OEEG, but with agencies that work with employers

The 45 members of the OEEG all receive government funding (multi-funded) to assist people back to work.  This potentially means 45 organisation’s doing work with the same service users and trying to forge links with the same employers. The main thrust of Claire’s role is to coordinate this work and to provide forums to get these organisations to work together and to begin to specialise with either service users or industry sectors
Note:  OEEG includes all organisations in the City involved in assisting people back to work, not all are equal funded

Currently Brough Dann are undertaking an evaluation of the Equal employer engagement work - testing the 4 strategic objectives of the project.  Claire commissioned this evaluation so that if there was any useful feedback on potential changes in practice, there would be time to implement them within the life of the project.  Also to look at the need to continue this service and how to sustain it financially. The evaluation is due be completed by Dec 06.

The 4 objectives were to:

1)
Hold monthly meetings with employer engagement workers(which are in place and supported by an EE e-forum)

2)
Deliver 9 employer engagement training sessions on key work areas 
3)
Sector mapping exercise with 40 orgs actively engaged with EE, towards the production of an EE Directory

4)
Create best practice guide to EE in B and H

Claire highlighted other examples of added value of Equal EE work to the City including:

· Designing of standard guidelines on Health and Safety with the LSC and 2 local employers

· Designing of standard job description form for employers offering work placements

· Designing of Client Record Form – for use of OEEG members to send their successful back into work stories direct to the local press
Further best practice will develop from the up and coming workshops

Current local trends include:

High levels of unemployment, yet employers find it hard to recruit suitable staff 

· 11,000 job seekers

· 8,500 VAT registered businesses - 85% employ 5 people or less

· 14-19 agenda also means there are 2,500 students a year looking for 10 day work placements

· So, 13,500 people seeking job entry or work placements at any one time

In addition: 

· 40,000 adults with insufficient literacy or numeracy needs

· Almost 1/3 of the adult pop. are educated to degree level or above

· Salaries well below national average despite high and rising house prices

· Graduates overrepresented in jobs that would otherwise go to low skilled

· Many graduates with qualifications not in high demand in the area

· 7,000 graduates a year from local uni’s, many of whom stay on in the city, post-university

· Aging society as with national picture

Despite some big construction developments locally, skilled workers from outside B and H are brought in  - programmes such as Constructing Futures was an attempt to address this local skills shortage

Claire - Barriers to EE in work-placements:

· Employer Liability Insurance - needed if you have any person working with you.  It can be between £500 - £700 a year (Construction) - prohibitive to sole traders who might be interested in offering work placements

· Perceived ‘lack of quality’ in  local training providers (Crawley and Chichester college are preferred) - see also report by Step Ahead ‘Constructing Futures First Footings: A review of employer engagement’ (June 06) for more evidence of this (Judith and Andrew, I have a copy of this)

· Too many similar organisations contacting them re: placements etc

· Some had fingers burnt by unsuitable service users and bad service
· Confidentiality and Information sharing - linked to issue above – where do you draw the line of what you disclose?

· Lack of preparedness of service users for workplace - e.g. soft skills such as getting up early, communication skills etc

· Need for support around accounts management

· Need for support re: Health and Safety

· Jobcentres offer ‘work-trials’ - placements of 3-4 weeks which are supposed to turn into paid work.  Placements usually include a financial top-up.  But in reality many businesses don’t know if they will able to offer a permanent job at the end of the placement.  3 or 4 weeks isn’t long enough, e.g. hoteliers are saying you need 2 months to give a real flavour of work in the sector.  

· In some colleges EE groups are set up without any involvement of Employers

Note: Claire reports that Equal projects do offer ‘awareness training’ to staff in host (for placements) organisations to combat fear or ignorance of issues re: particular service users e.g. on mental health issues, homelessness etc

Claire - Barriers for Service User engagement include:

· Social Security Benefits - loss of some benefits and insecurity in the transition to first wage arriving. For some groups such as the 50+ or recently unemployed, the top-ups aren’t available.

Claire - How to make EE work:

· Nationally the profile of EE work has been raised by the govt through recognition of the needs for workforce training (skills agenda).  This needs better resourcing

· Involve employers in consultation to find out what training needs for the real-life workplace are.  Get FE staff into workplaces

· Sell it to employers as an opportunity to give something back to local community, many respond to this.

What would Claire like from us?:

· Us to feed back EE issues at Govt. level.  e.g. problem of employer liability insurance.  Why not have bursaries attached to individuals for a year and then they could offer multiple work-placements people - provides value for all

· Flag the need for central databases so businesses only get Health and Safety checked once a year and get a certificate to prove they’ve passed instead of having millions of different checks from different organisation

· Flag the need for a One-Stop-Shop for agencies working with job seekers and employers

Research/Mapping

No previous in-depth scoping exercise on EE in B and H.  However Sussex Enterprise have done some Sussex-wide research (Nov 2005, Business Link Report).  The LSDA have also produced a report on national EE issues (focus tends to be on COVES/FE etc).  Research specific to B and H is very limited.

Currently the local Employment Strategy is being updated with both Equal and Council input.

LSC StAR Report (Strategic Area Review) demonstrates a disparity between local skills available and local skills needs.  Suggests priority areas include:

· Construction

· Health and Social Care

· Retail is strong but training isn’t

· Tourism

· Advanced Engineering

· Sport

Note: Claire has kindly leant me her folder of reports that one of us EE researchers need to use for relevant data extraction and any possible mapping.  The folder includes the following reports:

· EE Exec Summary - Equal B and H - Joanna Blake - April 06

· DRAFT  B and H Integrated Local Employment Strategy - Dec 05

· DRAFT LSC Sussex Strategic Area Review for B and H Planning Area D - Sept 05

· Area Investments Framework for B and H - Oct 06

· LEITCH Skills in the UK: The long-term challenge - Interim Report - 05

· The Economic Benefit of Increased Participation in Education and Training  (Australian Report) - 05

· LSCDA What we know about working with employers - a synthesis of LSDA work on employer engagement - Deidre Macleod and Maria Hughes

· CFE for LSC DRAFT Good Practice Guide for EE - March 06 - Mark Lambell

· LSDA LSC Regional and sub-regional variation in NEETs - reasons, remedies and impact - Darshan Sachdev, Bethan Harries and Thomas Roberts - March 06

Suggested contacts for us to pursue:

· Maddie Carr - Economic Partnership (provides free admin support and resources to businesses)

· Tony Mernegh - Head of Economic Partnership

· Dan Shelley - Brighton and Hove Learning Partnerships Council - coordinates Workforce Development Strategy gp.

· Paul Stoggles  - LSC, chairs Workforce Development Strategy Gp

· Elizabeth Cameron - Economic Development Manager Brighton and Hove City Council.  Also influential in developing City Employment Strategy and discussions with Terry and Paula.

Invitation to Events
· Nov 2nd - next OEG meeting 10 -12, invitation for myself and one EE researcher from Uni of Brighton to have a 5/10 min slot to give an informal presentation of our aims etc to members.  At Radio Reverb, North St

· November 28th Business Breakfast - 7.30 -10.00 am, hosted by City Business Club.  She has invited one of EE researchers to attend (£12.00 fee) - aims to attract 100 - 120 new businesses along to try and engage them in work placements/training/employment agendas.  Mayor will be in attendance.  Constructing Futures will be used as a model.  

Note: this is not a conference as has been previously advertised and due to capacity Claire can only offer space to one researcher

S.Hyde

19th Oct 2006
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