TELFORD & WREKIN COUNCIL

CABINET – 6th April 2009
EMPLOYMENT AND SKILLS MULTI AREA AGREEMENT
REPORT OF THE HEAD OF ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT
1.
PURPOSE
1.1
To seek delegated authority for the Corporate Directors for Environment and Regeneration and Children and Young People, in consultation with the Cabinet Members for Regeneration and Children and Young People, to sign off an Employment and Skills Multi Area Agreement. 
	2.
RECOMMENDATIONS
2.1 To delegate authority to  the Corporate Directors for Environment and 

Regeneration and Children and Young People, in consultation with the 
Cabinet Members for Regeneration and Children and Young People, 
to sign off an Employment and Skills Multi Area Agreement. 



3.
PREVIOUS MINUTES
None
4. 
THE EMPLOYMENT AND SKILLS MULTI AREA AGREEMENT MAA)
4.1
Any group of two or more top-tier (county) or unitary local authorities in England can enter a Multi-Area Agreement (MAA). An MAA is a voluntary agreement between those Authorities and Government to achieve certain collective targets to improve economic prosperity in their local area. MAA targets are National Indicators which are negotiated collectively but are then included in the Local Area Agreements of participating areas. A draft Multi Area Agreement (MAA) for Employment and Skills has been drawn up by a partnership of the West Midlands Authorities comprising  Telford and Wrekin ; Birmingham; Dudley; Sandwell; Walsall; Wolverhampton; Solihull; Coventry; and Warwickshire. 
4.2
The MAA offers the opportunity for greater flexibility in the use of resources to reduce unemployment and improve skills in the Borough, and the ability to target that activity more effectively at areas of the Borough experiencing the greatest need.  The aim of the proposed MAA is the delivery of increasing numbers of people in sustainable employment with training across the MAA area. This will be achieved by removing a number of barriers, inflexibilities and inconsistencies in the current operating framework, and delegation of decision making and funding from national and regional agencies to the MAA partnership.  
5.
RATIONALE FOR THE MAA AREA

5.1
The rationale for Telford and Wrekin’s involvement in the MAA is that the underlying causes of unemployment and low skill levels in the Borough are common to the rest of the MAA area, resulting in similar levels and concentrations of unemployment and low skills. This is dissimilar to our neighbours in Shropshire.
Unemployment

5.2
Unemployment rates in Telford and Wrekin are rising due to a reliance on manufacturing (particularly automotive), construction and retail –sectors suffering as a result of the recession. A similar industrial structure in the MAA authorities is having a similar impact. In January 2009, the claimant count stood at 3.9% in Telford and Wrekin and varied between 6.6% (Birmingham) and 3.2% (Solihull) across the MAA area. In contrast, the claimant count in Shropshire stood at 2.4%. The broader measure of unemployment used by Jobcentre Plus showed unemployment in the Borough at the regional average of 13.1% in August 2008, compared to just 8.7% in Shropshire. This doesn’t take into account recent announcements by Wrekin Construction or GKN Sankey. Estimates suggest that the Borough figure may now have risen to above 15%. 
5.3
The MAA will offer support packages specifically designed to address the sectors and communities worst hit by the recession.


Skills

5.4
Telford & Wrekin displays similar levels of skill achievement to other Multi Area Agreement Authorities.  Despite some success at Level 2 (5 GCSE’s), there is real cause for concern at Level 3 achievement (A Level). This is despite having some of the best performing schools in the country and being a national leader for employment based training at T-Cat.

	2007
	T&W 

(%)
	Shropshire 
(%)
	Birmingham

(%) 
	Wolverhampton

(%)
	West Midlands 
(%)
	England 
(%)

	Level 2 
	69.2
	71.8
	63.5
	54.5
	65.4
	68.9

	Level 3
	42.9
	51.9
	44.1
	34.5
	44.8
	49


5.5
Through the MAA, delegated powers would be used to commission specific support for these learners. This level of support would not be justified in Shropshire which has higher current levels of achievement.  
6.
BENEFITS OF THE MAA TO TELFORD AND WREKIN

6.1
The MAA would benefit Telford and Wrekin through devolved commissioning arrangements, and access to funding.

6.2
Practically, for Telford and Wrekin this would mean:

· An opportunity to ensure that the Borough’s priorities were at the heart of all future commissioning for employment and skills activity in the targeted Wards

· Overcoming data sharing barriers.

· Support based on needs rather than complex and multiple eligibility criteria

· To be directly benefitting from the increased budgets aimed at the most deprived areas in the country

· To be involved in pilot activity testing out new methods of support for the unemployed and redundancies.

· Single rather than multiple contracts

· The ability to link skills and employment work to broader economic support (for example developing training and employment packages linked to major development such as the Town Centre)

6.3
The key proposal contained in the MAA submission is devolved commissioning of employment and skills programmes to the partnership. The partnership would progressively take responsibility for all regional and national employment and skills funding (principally Learning and Skills Council and Jobcentre Plus programmes), aligning this with local spending. The partnership would then take responsibility for the commissioning and contracting of all adult employment and skills interventions ensuring that they respond to local priorities set out in a Strategy and Delivery Plan. 
6.4
In return, the MAA would set delivery targets: narrowing the gap between unemployment across the MAA and the national average; and increasing skill levels by 12% at NVQ2 level and 11% at NVQ3 level.

6.5
The total ‘pot’ of funding identified to support this work is estimated at over £200m in each of the first two years of the programme. This comprises mainstream funding through the Learning and Skills Council and Jobcentre Plus; Regional Development Agency funding; and Working Neighbourhood funding targeted at four of the partner authorities. Although unemployment and poor skills is a significant issue in the Borough, the scale of need compared to other authorities has meant that we have not attracted substantial additional funds in the past to support this work. Access to this larger ‘pot’ through the MAA will therefore help us to provide more effective support.

6.6
A summary of the new powers that would be available through the MAA is contained at Appendix 1.
7.
GOVERNANCE
7.1 
Overall responsibility for commissioning and managing the MAA would rest with the City Region Board. Although Telford and Wrekin is not part of the City Region, it has been agreed that the Borough will be represented on the Board and have full Board powers when the Board deals with MAA issues. This will be made explicit in the final negotiating draft.

7.2 
The MAA partners (including Telford and Wrekin) have made it clear that unless the new powers set out in Appendix 1 are substantially agreed with government, the partners will not sign up to the MAA. 
7.3 
The MAA proposal is subject to a period of negotiation with Government. Once that negotiation is complete, the partner Authorities will need to ‘sign off’ the Agreement prior to Government sign off (currently anticipated in June or July 2009). Delegated authority is therefore sought for the Corporate Directors for Environment and Regeneration and Children and Young People, in consultation with the Cabinet Members for Regeneration and Children and Young People, to sign off the Agreement.  A parallel procedure has been undertaken to secure sign off by the Telford and Wrekin Partnership to secure partner commitment.
8.
EQUAL OPPORTUNITIES
8.1
The measures proposed in the MAA will help improve the skills and employability of those out of work and facing disadvantage.
9.
ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT
9.1
There are no direct additional environmental impacts arising from this report.

10.
LEGAL COMMENT
10.1
At the time of writing the Multi Area Agreement is still subject to negotiation with Government. Until the scope of the document and the responsibilities that flow from it are finalised, it is difficult to assess its full legal implications. It is recommended that before the document is signed off under the delegated arrangements proposed, a full legal appraisal is carried out.
11.
LINKS WITH CORPORATE PRIORITIES
11.1
 The measures outlined in this report will help to achieve the objectives set out in the ‘Strengthening the local economy and skills’ Priority Plan. 
12.
FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS
12.1
At the time of writing the Multi Area Agreement is still subject to negotiation with Government. Until the scope of the document and the responsibilities that flow from it are finalised, it is difficult to assess its full financial implications. It is recommended that before the document is signed off under the delegated arrangements proposed, a full financial appraisal is carried out.
13.
WARD IMPLICATIONS
13.1
The MAA would be targeted at those Wards experiencing the highest levels of unemployment and lowest levels of skills. At the time of writing, targeted Wards had not been finalised. However, Wards experiencing the highest levels of unemployment in February 2009 were Woodside (8.4%); Malinslee (7.4%); and Cuckoo Oak (6.5%).

End of Report

Report prepared by Peter Smith, Head of Economic Development
Tel: 01952 384700
Appendix 1
Employment and Skills Multi Area Agreement

New Powers Schedule

The outcome of the Multi Area Agreement is increasing numbers of individuals in sustainable employment with training.

At present Local Authorities and Local Strategic Partnerships have limited or no influence over national adult employment and skills strategies and budgets. Through the MAA the Partnership, working with the private sector led Employment and Skills Strategic Management Board, is seeking to secure the powers to

· Develop and agree an Adult Employment and Skills Strategy and Delivery Plan 

· Progressively take responsibility for all regional and national employment and skills funding, aligning this with local spending.

· Progressively take responsibility for the commissioning and contracting of all adult employment and skills interventions ensuring that they respond to the local priorities established by the Strategy and Delivery Plan

· Have access to and ability to share the operational personal data required to identify, track and tailor support for all workless individuals, accompanied by appropriate data security and protection

· Introduce a single performance management system for all relevant local, regional and national agencies.

If the powers outlined above are not secured Partners will not sign an MAA agreement with Government.
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