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The authors, Susannah Constable and Katy Morris discuss some of the options
open to local and sub-regional government to improve productivity gap and the
challenge presented by a lack of enSagement from business.

The LJK government has recently demonstrated its commitr.en! to increase
productivity and ensure indjvjduats gain benefits from skitls through the ta!nch of
new commission. To achieve these goats they are intervening at a nationat level b
also empowering locaI government to intervene in the tocaLconlexi in which
peopte work, The authors discuss some of lhe options open to local and sub-
regionat government and the cha(lefge presented by a lack of engagement from

The hunch of the uK Commisslon for Employment and Skitls this week reinforces the government's
commitment to the skilts agenda. As we undergo the transjtion to the knowledge economy, improvements in
workforce skitG a! aLt Levets are recognised as fundarnentalto the twin goats of economic prosperity and social
justice in the UK, contriblting as lhey do to the productjvity of blsinesses, the f!lfilment of jndividuaLs and
overaLl natjonat productivity and competitivenesr.

The government has sought to improve skitts through a combjnaiion of nationat policies and the empowerment
of tocalauthorities, However, centraLgovernment has given some contradictory messages. This has made the
process mofe difficutt for those in [oca( government, who have often seen the need for collaboration taf
earUer. In the West Midlands for instance, the Department of Work and Pensions invited the local authorities of
Eirmingham, Coventry and Wotverhampton !o bid against each other for pitot project status !o tackte low skjlls
and worklessness. Ye! at the same time, the Department of Communities and Local Government was
encouraging localauthorj t ies to cottaborate in tackt ing these pfobtems. The aurhori t ies chos€ to join up with
the neighbourjng tocat aulhorities and other stakehotders, and submitted a single successfut bid. lt is thought
that by lhe sumrner of 2009, this joined up approach wil( have heLped more than 8,500 peopte in the area into
paid skj t led work.

This story shows the vatue of cbltaboratjon between local authorities. This is important to ensure that services
are provided over an approprialte geographicatarea. lt is widely recognised !hat the administrative boundaries
of tocal government do not reflect the way the economy actualty operates, In reatity, people tive, work and
consurne over rnuch larger sublregional areas, known as city.regions or functional economic areas; an
individuat may Uve in Salford, t/ork in Bolton, attend footbatl matches in Traffofd and so shopping in
Manchester. As such, there is q strong argument for cottaboration not only within locat authority boundaries,
but also between local authorilies within the identified functionat economic area on labour markets, housins
and lransporl  issues which at lqperate a! lh is higher geographicat tevel.

Skitls and emptoyment are key breas for coltaboration. Labour markets function at a sub-regional tevel, so
coltaboration at a sub-regional tevel is appropriate. Most departments of the uK government fow agree. The
Depadment of Work and Pensions' 'Ciiy Strategy Pathfinder' scheme, for exampte, aims to address the links
between low or no skitts, unemployment and Location in fifteen of the mosl deprjved communities in the UK by
joining up the work of tocat authorities, government agencies and the private and volunlary sectors. The
intention is to create a ctearer route from training and skilts deveLopment to the workpLac€ and utlinrateLy
bring the most disadvantaged into the labour market. AddiUonatly, when the first batch of coltaborative Multi
Area Agreements that were andounced in November 2007, the majority intended to focus oi skiLh and
emptoyabitity. Multi area agreements provjde a ftexibLe framework for Sroups of local authorjties and thejr
partners to bid to €entral government to work together on economic devetopment issues.

Yet, to make a reat difference to skitls levels, Mutti Afea Agreements witl need some fornr of engag€ment from
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a range of locat stakehotders. This has been achieved to a varying degfee by djfferent Locat strategjc
Partnerships, another type of coltaboration, which work within the geographical boufdaries of locat
authorities. For atl such initiatives, whitst it i5 often chattenging to get agreemenl on strategic aims when a
large number of stakeholders are invotved, making a tangible difference to peopte's tives through effective
deLivery of poticy decisions is even harder.

There aTe rnany important stakeholders for skitts Poticy, but getting businesses invotved is key. Collaborative
initiatives have the potentialto be a good way of engaqing them at the local tevet, and examples like that of
Hutl and Humber, with busineEses on the board, are an interesting way forward to ensLrre that tocal aulhoritjes
are doing their job collaborallvety but inforrned by the needs of businesses in the afea. At a nationaL levet,
meanwhile, the government's recent launch of a uK Commission for Enrptoyrnent and Skitl5 is desiqned io trv
and feed business views into lhe policy making process. This buitds on a range of other initiauves inctuding
train to gain, nationat skitls academies and sector skill5 agreements jn recent years, which have been designed
to p.are e-p oyFrs at t_e Le-l  n or skr l ls pol i (v.

For this to succeed. business has to have a ctear idea of their skiLts need. 8ut many businesses stilt fajt to think
systematica(ly abolt emptoyee skilts. lt is not uncommon for businesses lo lack a proper workforce ptan or link
sijtls gaps to recrullment processes. And if businesses don't know the skith thev need, thk makes the jobs of
skitls providers much more difficutt. As the economy changes, the importance of work expeience is increa5ing,
alongside the dernand for a variety of skilts. In this environment of change tinking up business and poUcv
thinking about ski t ls is crucial .

lf a real dlfference k to be made to peopte\ job prospects, a focus on empLoyef engagemen! in skitls policy at
both the nat iofal  and tocal Level is v i tal .  The launch of the Commksion for Emptoyment and Ski l ts sends a
strong message that the IJK government fecognises this. Yet it must atso engage ctosety wjth tocat
stakehotders. Cottaboration at a local level has a vitat paft to plav in gelting business on board and setling the
direction of skilts poticy over the best geographjcatarea, a sub'region that maps the local labour rnarket.

The Work Fo!ndation witt soon Dublish a report on collaboration across local authority boundarjes as part oi its
programmes of research on Cities jn lhe Knowtedge Economy.
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