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The Priorities

The national Operational Programme priorities relevant to the South West Competitiveness Framework
are:

• Priority 1: Extending Employment Opportunities;

• Priority 2: Developing a Skilled and Adaptable Workforce; and

• Priority 3: Technical Assistance

Priority 1 will need to include support for skills activities to achieve its employment goals, and to react to
the demand side for labour. Activities under this priority will help to prepare young people for working
life, reduce the number of young people not in education, employment, or training and reduce the
numbers of those of working age who are unemployed or inactive. Priority 2 will help to sustain
employment by strengthening workforce skills. Priorities 1 and 2 combined will support progression, a
key theme of the Regional Skills Strategy.

These priorities set out the activities that may be supported by the ESF Framework and do not intend to
define the complete set of Framework activities over the remainder of the Programme. Other, as yet
unseen, activities may become relevant and the balance of activities may vary over time depending on
labour market need. Flexibility will remain essential to enable ESF to be responsive to need, to changes
in mainstream provision and to emerging economic opportunities.

Priority 1- Extending employment opportunities

The objective of Priority 1 is to increase employment and to reduce unemployment and inactivity. This is
is now more important given the rise in unemployment as a result of the economic downturn. It will help
to tackle barriers to work faced by disadvantaged groups such as people with disabilities and health
conditions, lone parents and other disadvantaged parents, older workers, ethnic minorities, and people
with no or low qualifications. It will also aim to reduce the numbers of young people not in education,
employment or training.

While there is a focus on responding to the recession, and accessing opportunities from the recovery,
particular skills challenges vary at the sub-regional level, and a major focus will be to identify where
employability actions can have the most significant impact and how varying the type of intervention can
maximise the regional outputs. For example, the response to issues of worklessness and economic
inactivity in urban areas may be targeted at particular deprived communities, while additional
interventions may tackle issues surrounding rural deprivation – such as the individual’s distance from
employment markets and learning providers. CFO’s will need to respond to these sub regional
challenges in their contracting.

While there is a major focus on the long term transformation of the economy, reducing worklessness
remains a key part of this. There are significant concentrations of high levels of multiple deprivation,
particularly in the urban areas. There are also some groups more severely affected than others, and not
linked to geography. Offenders also experience disproportionately high levels of worklessness when
compared to the general population. They are also highly likely to lack basic and vocational skills
required by employers and will generally possess a range of other barriers to employment. An
underlying issue is the number of young people who leave school with limited attainment, and even
where they do not fall into the NEET group, have very poor prospects for securing quality training and
employment.

Focus for the South West
The South West ESF Framework will make a major contribution to the priorities and targets set out in
the National ESF Operational Programme. This will include support for unemployed and inactive people,
including those with disabilities, lone parents, individuals from BME communities, participants aged over
50 and women. The regional targets are set out later in this document.

While all of the target groups and activities are relevant to the South West, there are a number of
elements which have added weight within the region, reflecting the profile of the labour market and
regional policy priorities, as outlined earlier. These are:

Areas with significant levels workless and claimant households: the impact of the recession has
varied in intensity across the region. It is will be important to provide support to those communities
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o mainstreaming and specific action to improve access of women to employment and increase
sustainable participation and progress of women in employment, and to help men and women
access occupations or sectors where they are underrepresented;

o activities to increase participation by people from ethnic minorities in employment including,
where appropriate, training to meet basic English language skills needs; and

o activities to develop the employability and skills of offenders and ex-offenders to facilitate
labour market entry and, thus, contribute to reduced re-offending.

Tackling Multiple Disadvantage

Reflecting the specific challenges faced by some communities that face multiple barriers to employment,
activities under this strand may address the specific needs of people who experience multiple
disadvantage, (for example older workers or lone parents with disabilities or health conditions). Activities
may also address specific barriers to work faced by workless people who are homeless, refugees or
have substance abuse, alcohol or drug problems.

o active and preventative measures which ensure early identification of needs, including
individual action plans and personalised support;

o job-search help, advice and guidance;

o work search and work preparation activities, including labour market orientation and work
experience placements;

o advice and support for self-employment, entrepreneurship, business creation and social
enterprise;

o Skills for Life, including the basic skills of literacy, numeracy and English for Speakers of Other
Languages, ICT skills and financial literacy skills;

o activities to provide pathways to employment such as pre-vocational and access training,
community-based activities, volunteering, environmental activities, practical soft skills (such as
improving aspirations and motivation), work skills, and workplace skills (such as team working);

o vocational training and qualifications for employability;

o improving job brokerage to enable a better match between supply and demand;

o access to childcare and care for dependent persons, where caring responsibilities are a barrier
to labour market participation;

o early interventions to help people at risk of redundancy to adapt their qualifications and skills
for other employment opportunities;

o activities to tackle specific barriers to work faced by unemployed and inactive people in rural
areas; and

o small grants for voluntary and community organisations to support their capacity to mobilise
unemployed and inactive people who are disadvantaged or excluded and to facilitate their
integration into the labour market (‘ESF community grants’).

Young people

This strand covers activities to prepare young people for working life, and is aimed at 14 to 19 year olds
not in education, employment or training (NEET) or at risk of becoming NEET and may include:

o Initiatives to reform vocational routes for, and develop vocational skills among, 14 to 19
year olds, including utilising the vocational curriculum to improve employability of NEETS
or those at risk;

o Initiatives to help raise awareness of the world of work, enterprise and entrepreneurship
among young people (from age 14), including work experience placements;

o Activities to engage 14 to 19 year olds not in education, employment or training, tackle
their barriers to learning, and help them access mainstream provision;

o Activities, including vocational training and preventative work, for young people at risk of
becoming NEET to provide pathways to employment; and

o Activities to reduce youth unemployment by developing the employability and skills of
young people.
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1. Gross Value Added & output
The South West is the fifth largest regional economy, producing £94,200
million of GVA in 2007, equivalent to 9.0% of England’s total output. While
regional GVA growth was above the English average between 1999 and
2004, this situation reversed in 2005. Between 2005 and 2007 regional growth
averaged 4.9%, compared to 5.1% for England as a whole.

Over the three years since the original ESF Framework, regional GVA per
head, expressed as a percentage of the UK average, has fallen by 0.8%, from
92.0% in 2005 to 91.2% in 2007. GVA per hour worked has seen a much
smaller decline, relative to the UK average, of 0.1%.

Figure 1 shows the levels of GVA per head across the region. There is a clear
East-West distinction, with areas to the north and east of the region achieving
the highest levels of GVA per head.

Figure 1: Total GVA per Head, by NUTs 3 Area, 2006
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Source: Office for National Statistics

Over the last ten years GVA growth rates across the region have varied fairly
considerably. Torbay (-14%), Plymouth (-9%), Swindon (-8%), Wiltshire (-6%),
Devon (-4%) and Bristol (-3%) have all seen falls in GVA per head relative to
the regional average. Gloucestershire saw low levels of GVA growth between
2003 and 2006.
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Figure 2: Average GVA Growth per Head, relative to SW Average 1995 - 2006
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1.4 2. Enterprise
In 2007 there were a total of 417,910 enterprises within the South West. Of
these, 117,650 had at least one employee, the other 300,260 had none4.
Small businesses, that employ between one and nine staff, accounted for
27.6% of all enterprises in the South West, compared to 25.4% nationally.
These proportions increase to 96% and 99% respectively when businesses
with zero employees are included.

The regional distribution of enterprises by number of employees is broadly in
line with the national picture, although the South West has a higher proportion
of firms employing between one and four staff (19.2%, compared to 17.1% for
England)5.

However, when one looks at the volumes of people employed by enterprises
of different sizes, the differences between the regional and national picture
become clearer. In the South West, the 0.4% of enterprises with 50 or more
employees account for 41.3% of employment, compared to 53.5% in England
as a whole. 41.2% of employment in the South West is in enterprises with
zero or less than ten employees, compared to 32.6% in England.

1.5 3. Employment
In 2008, there were 2,518,100 employed individuals in the South West, up by
112,600, or 4.9%, from 2004. This was a period of rapid labour market
expansion. Since peaking in late 2007 at 79.4%, the regional employment rate
has fallen by 3%, to 76.5% in the quarter May to July 2009.

4 "With no employees" comprises sole proprietorships and partnerships comprising only the self-
employed owner-manager(s), and companies comprising only an employee director.
5 Source: Small Business Service Analytical Unit at http://stats.berr.gov.uk/UKSA/ed/sa20080730.htm
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Figure 3: SW Employment Rate, Working Age Population, Sept 2007 to June 2009
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Although rates have fallen, the South West continues to have one of the
highest employment rates in the country

Figure 4: Regional Employment Rate, Working Age Population, May to July 2009

Source: LFS / Office for National Statistics

In the past the South West and South East have been the regions with the
highest national employment rates, followed fairly closely by the Eastern
region. Employment rates in the East have held up well during the recession
(-0.4%), while the South West has experienced a fall over the last year
roughly in line with the national average (-2.2%).

Employment rates vary significantly across the region, from around 84% in
South Gloucestershire to 72% in Plymouth to The lowest employment rates
tend to occur in urban / inner city areas, while the highest, in South
Gloucestershire and North Somerset, occur in ‘commuter’ areas. This
suggests that the availability of jobs is not a direct determinant of employment
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rates; that competition for jobs extends beyond Local Authority boundaries;
and that it is characteristics and skills of the individuals who make up the local
population that is the key determinant of geographical employment rates.

Figure 5: Employment Rate, Working Age Population, SW Local Authorities, Jan – Dec 2008
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At the District level, the range in employment rates increases more
significantly, varying across the region from 87.5% in the Cotswolds to 59.3%
in West Somerset.

1.5.1 3.1 Employment by Industry
Employment in the South West follows a broadly similar industrial pattern to
that of Great Britain (GB). The three largest employment sectors are public
administration, education and health; distribution, hotels and restaurants; and
banking, finance and insurance. Compared with the rest of GB, the South
West has relatively high levels of employment in public administration;
distribution, hotels and restaurants and manufacturing. Employment in a
number of smaller sectors such as agriculture and energy is also more
prevalent.

Many of the sectors that are prevalent in the South West (particularly hotels
and catering, agriculture and some elements of public administration) perform
relatively weakly in terms of productivity. The South West has comparatively
low numbers of people employed in financial and business services, transport
and communication, and other services. These sectors are highly productive
and their comparatively low presence is one factor explaining why South West
productivity lags the UK average.

The regional picture does however mask substantial sub-regional variations in
concentrations of employment in particular sectors:
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Carbon agenda and to take a lead in new industries and new skills, including
STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering & Maths) skills. Whilst regional
STEM skills are comparatively high, there is scope for improvement,
particularly in the participation of girls and women, and better careers advice
for young people towards STEM related sectors.

1.7 5. Skills & Qualification Levels
Repeated national reviews9 have stressed the central importance of maintaining or

improving the nation’s skills if we are to maintain our competitive position in the

global economy.

1.7.1 5.1 Participation
Participation in education and training is not even across groups in the
workforce. Whilst the number of employees taking part in workplace training in
the UK is higher than the OECD average, the amount of training per
employee is lower than average10. The highest qualified are more likely to
participate in training and for longer than employees with low or no
qualifications. Young people (aged between 16 and 18) in the UK have a
relatively low rate of participation in education and training. Non-participation
and attainment in education at 17 and 18 is associated with more frequent
unemployment and social disadvantage in later life.

The UK has a relatively high rate of participation in higher education, although
the rate of participation in competitor countries is increasing at a faster pace
than in the UK, and UK participation is strongly skewed towards people from
higher socio-economic groups.

The South West has a relatively highly skilled workforce11, with a greater
proportion of its population holding qualifications than most English regions.

Table 1: Percentage of working age population holding qualifications, 2008
Level 4 + Level 3 + Level 2 + Without Level 2

South West 28.3 49.5 71.4 28.6
England 28.7 47.4 68.6 31.4

Source: LFS / Office for National Statistics

However, as is often the case, regional data masks wide variations in
performance in different local areas.

1.7.2 5.2 People with no qualifications
Across the South West an estimated 276,000 people, or 9% of the working
age population, have no qualifications. While this is the second lowest
proportion among the English regions, areas such as Bristol (where 11.9%
have no qualifications), Plymouth (10.5%) and Swindon (10.2%) contrast
strongly with North Somerset (5.2%) and South Gloucestershire (6.4%).

Although the number of people of working age without qualifications is falling,
the decline, from 294,000 in 2005 to 276,000 in 2008, has been gradual (-

9 See, for example, the Leitch Review of Skills, 2009 and Ambition 2020:World Class Skills and Jobs for

the UK, The 2009 report, UKCES, 2009
10 OECD, Education at Glance, 2008.
11 See: http://www.swslim.org.uk/labourmarket/laa/quals-skills.asp
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6.3%) and at a rate below the national average (-9.4%).

1.7.3 5.3 Skills for Life
The March 2009 Skills for Life (SfL) strategy, Skills for Life: Changing Lives12,
has focused SfL policy on helping 597,000 learners to achieve a literacy
qualification at level 1 or above, and 390,000 a numeracy qualification at entry
level 3 or above. These national targets, set at minimum ‘threshold’ levels, are
to be achieved by 2011. Numerical targets for English for Speakers of other
Languages (ESOL) have not been set, but remain an important part of the
strategy.

Those identified as being most in need of support are: people who are
unemployed and on benefits; low-skilled adults in employment; and offenders
in custody and those supervised in the community.

Data on literacy and numeracy levels is currently only available from the 2003
Skills for Life survey. At that time, the proportion of the region’s adult
population with literacy below Level 1 was identified as being 14% – one of
the lowest regional rates. The proportion with numeracy below Level 1
standard was calculated to be 49%, a rate roughly in line with the national
average.

The number people from the South West participating in SfL programmes and
achieving SfL qualifications has risen steadily recent years - to 48,000 in
2007/08, a rise of 16% on 2005/6.

1.7.4 5.4 Level 2 and above
In 2008, 71.4% of the region’s population was qualified to Level 2 or above,
the second highest proportion out of all English regions. The proportion of the
region’s working age population with at least a Level 2 qualification has been
rising in recent years. Progress appears to have tailed off in 2008, though this
may be a statistical anomaly. Within the region, differences in attainment are
pronounced, ranging from 76.5% in North Somerset to 64% in Swindon

Figure 6: Proportion of working age population with Level 2+, 2008, by South West Local Authority

12 DIUS. Skills for Life: Changing Lives. March 2009.


