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Report of the Think-in at the Gresham Hotel, Dublin

Thursday, 17th May 2007

Agenda

Registration and coffee at 9.30am, followed at 10.00am by Opening of the meeting by the Chair, Philip O’Connor, Director, Dublin Employment Pact who briefly outlined that the purpose of the meeting was to get a clearer insight into the type of education and employment agenda which the Dublin Employment Pact needs to focus on in the next 5 years - taking into account the specific challenges of improving low skill levels through innovative lifelong learning strategies and addressing the educational and training challenges in the context of a rapidly growing immigrant population.

During the morning the discussion centred on the following key issues:

· Current skills level and changes required in education and training provision to meet future skills needs.

· Interventions required for an inclusive labour market and effective lifelong learning provision.

· Nature and role of intermediary agencies as a support structure for delivering training to less skilled workers. 

· Education and training provision for new immigrant communities. 

Two keynote addresses initiated the discussion:  the first was by Kay Hallahan, Expert Group on Future Skills Needs, Forfás on Tomorrow’s Skills: Towards a National Skills Strategy.  The second was by Gerard Walker, Policy Analyst, National Economic & Social Forum (NESF) on Creating more opportunities for people to access training, education and better quality jobs.   

The Chair encouraged participants to speak openly and freely and the event was treated as a closed meeting under “Chattam House Rules”, i.e. opinions expressed are not attributable.

The meeting concluded at 12.30pm.

ATTENDEES

1. Mr. Philip O’Connor (Chair), Director, Dublin Employment Pact

2. Ms. Catherine Durkin, Chair of Education & Employment Working Group,

Dublin Employment Pact/Education Co-ordinator, Blanchardstown Area Partnership

3. Ms. Kay Hallahan, Senior Policy Analyst, Expert Group on Future Skills Needs/Forfás

4. Mr. Gerard Walker, Policy Analyst, National Economic & Social Forum (NESF)

5. Mr. Frank Walsh, Manager FÁS Services to Business, FÁS Board Member

6. Ms. Judy Howard, Assistant Principal Officer, Integration Policy, Reception & Immigration Agency, Department of Justice, Equality & Law Reform

7. Ms. Berni Brady, Director, Aontas

8. Mr. Finbar McDonnell, Senior Consultant, Hibernian Consulting

9. Mr. Stephen McCarthy, Education Officer, City of Dublin VEC

10. Ms. Margaret Maher, Interim Director, Archways

11. Ms. Breeda Kennedy, Liaison Co-ordinator, Local Development Social Inclusion Programme/Pobal

12. Mr. Tim O’Meara, President, Teachers’ Union of Ireland (TUI)

13. Mr. John Carr, General Secretary, Irish National Teachers’ Organisation (INTO)

14. Ms. Benedicta ?, National Consultative Committee on Racism & Interculturalism

15. Mr. Tony O’Donoghue, Head of Social & Education Policy, Irish Business & Employers’ Confederation (IBEC)

16. Ms. Brid O’Brien, Policy Officer, Irish National Organisation for the Unemployed (INOU)

17. Ms. Mary Folan (meeting co-ordinator)

SUMMARY POINTS OF PRESENTATIONS

1.   Tomorrow’s Skills:  Towards a National Skills Strategy

by Kay Hallahan, Secretariat, Expert Group on Future Skills Needs/Forfás

(Expert Group: Tomorrow’s Skills: Towards a National Skills Strategy available from Forfás and also at www.skillsstrategy.ie)

· Purpose of National Skills Strategy:  establish concrete picture of current skills and provision, establish what is needed, and document profile of future skills.

· Ireland’s current skills performance:  in general employers happy with skills available as labour force has high percentage of 3rd level qualifications (20% with honours degree or above; 28% with upper secondary education); however, there is high percentage with lower secondary education or below; low levels of adult literacy; poor participation in continuing education & training, and skills shortages are being filled through high skilled migration.

· Labour force in 2020 will be made up of 1.45m from the current labour force of 2m; 650,000 young people from the education system and 300,000 from increased participation and migration, giving a total labour force of 2.4m.

· Generic skills needed in the future not just for employability but to function successfully in a developed economy:  basic skills (literacy, numeracy & use of technology); people related skills (communication, interpersonal team working & customer service skills); conceptual skills (problem-solving, planning etc).

· Current skills profile is insufficient:  objective by 2020 should be 48% of labour force with NFQ Levels 6-10 (Third & Fourth Level), 45% with 4 & 5 NFQ Levels (Upper Secondary/Further Education) and remaining 7% at levels 1-3.  Within current workforce, an additional 500,000 people need to be upskilled through either education or training.

· Provision by formal education system:  by 2020, current retention rate to Leaving Certificate of 82% nationally needs to reach 90%; current rate of people aged 20-24 with second level qualification needs to rise from 86% to 94%; progression rate from second to third level needs to increase from 86% to 94%.

· Increasing participation in labour force:  through higher levels of education and training; integration of immigrants into education & training systems at all levels; put in place English language supports systems; maximise contribution of immigrant labour through recognition of international qualifications.

· Funding Mechanisms:  State should provide funding for everybody who needs education & training up to Level 5; Tri-partite funding arrangement needed between employers, employees & Government to fund Level 6-10; move towards funding of individuals and enterprise rather than providers.

SUMMARY POINTS OF PRESENTATIONS

2.   Creating a More Inclusive Labour Market 

      by Gerard Walker, Policy Analyst, National Economic & Social Forum (NESF)

      (NESF Report No. 34:  Providing opportunities for people to access training,   

      education and better quality jobs available from NESF and also at www.nesf.ie )
    

· Ireland’s labour market:  employment growth is in areas of services, public sector & construction; move towards higher skill levels & qualifications; high numbers of low-skilled workers; only 1% with low skills levels engage in lifelong learning per annum compared to 10% of more qualified people; poor equality of economic opportunity for women; domestic labour supply growth to fall over next decade; number of older workers to increase; migration to make up shortfall. 

· Vulnerable groups in labour market:  Need to address barriers experienced by  young low skilled works, older workers, redundant workers, women returners, people with disabilities, travellers, lone parents, carers, people with mental ill health problems, migrant workers, ex-prisoners, etc.  Not only desirable on equity ground but necessary to sustain future economic & social development. ‘Labour force reserve’ of c. 78,500 classified ‘inactive’ but willing to work.

· 4 factors work in combination to cause labour market vulnerability:  1) economic: unemployment/redundancy/low paid jobs/poor infrastructure; 2) social: poverty traps i.e. prohibitive cost of child/elder care, disability, no transport; 3) labour market: early school leaving; no employment support; inflexible work arrangements; 4) personal:  low skills & education levels, health & disability problems, etc.

· National Strategic Framework required to address structural inequalities & discrimination; recognise & reward inter-agency work at local level; direct infrastructural investment towards disadvantaged areas; provide long term support to integrate migrant workers and families into community.

· Create an environment for work:  create Local Partnership Networks; reform Labour Market & Social Inclusion Measures & Structure by designing services to meet people/business skill needs, thereby increasing access for vulnerable people to education & training; improve labour market coherence & social inclusion measures; anticipate training needs of workers in vulnerable sectors.

· Help people into work:  eliminate poverty traps; improve ‘in-work’ benefit e.g. automatic payout of FIS; provide portable ‘cost of participation’ payment; sustain childcare & care services in disadvantaged areas.  FÁS & LES to provide intermediary service for low skilled; follow-up support for low-skilled in work; provide better access to services for people who are not on Live Register but who have difficulty getting work.

· Support people at work:  a) workplace strategies beneficial to companies & workers - equality & diversity promoting greater access to labour force; work-life practices; retention of people with disabilities & older people.  Training low skilled workers – funding model to share cost of training & education; expand part-time, flexible accredited training/education options; mentoring/personal development plans; no fees for part-time students engaging for 1st time in further & higher education.

DISCUSSION OF PRESENTATIONS

Arising from the presentations given by the keynote speakers, the Chair invited participants to discuss aspects of interventions needed for inclusive labour market & lifelong learning. This covered the following:

Discussion Point:

· Nature and role of intermediary agencies as a support to accessing employment, and assisting training needs of low skill workers

· Consensus on need for strategically planned lifelong learning systems.  Role of intermediaries currently on too small a scale compared to what is needed. Disconnection between various statutory programmes needs to be addressed with a system ensuring they inter-connect and complement each other.

· Back To Education Initiative (BTEI) should be extended to people in the workforce.

· Poor childcare & transport provision a principal barrier to taking up employment.

· Need to increase HRD investment. Employers spend only 1%-1.5% of payroll on HRD, with least going to low skilled workers.  Research needed in this area.

· Need for greater cohesion between VEC programmes, FÁS and 3rd level Institutions on Levels 5 & 6.  Literacy issues of low skilled workers need to be addresses. Also need to address growing number of youngsters at lower secondary level with emotional difficulties.

· Motivation, money, time key elements in developing a lifelong learning agenda.
· There is long term economic benefit for employers in engaging in education, training and career progression for their workforces.  Radical thinking and approach needed to convince employers of business case for upskilling staff.  
· Need to convince young low skilled workers of benefits of upskilling also a challenge given previous negative experiences of education.  Greater emphasis needed in education/training programmes on individualised learning pathways.

Other discussion Points:
New Immigrant Communities

· Need to get home countries of immigrants involved – appoint representative for these new countries in Ireland; need for integration of intercultural strategies.

· Integration key to avoiding major social issues that could develop at later stage.  

· Need for combined provision by FÁS & Department of Education of English language training to immigrants.

Early School Leavers

· Inadequate budget (€8m) at second level for language supports.

· Language problems linked to inability to develop conceptual thinking.

· Priority is to lower numbers of early school leavers; system should develop other more creative types of institutions that will attract them back to learning.

· Consider abolition of Junior Certificate.  School curriculum too academically led which means a lot of young people fall by the wayside.  Need to accommodate different range of people within the system.  The idea that the more academic education is, the more it is valued by society, gives rise to certain prejudices. 

· Junior Certificate needs to address generic skills complements such as IT, numeracy, literacy, problem-solving, creative skills.

· Issue of employers not taking Leaving Certificate Applied seriously.

· Introduction of NQF and FETAC will mean that traditional Leaving Certificate qualification will not be the only viable route to employment.  

· Youthreach has a role in enabling certain types of young people to progress.

SUMMARY COMMENTS - WAY FORWARD

· Major interventions at National level will be required to upskill a significant number of the population by 2020.
· Important role for a cohesive complementary inter-agency approach. 
· Research needed to establish the return on investment in lifelong learning.
· Aontas to make available outcomes from Adult Learning Festival into workplace/community/home learning.
The Chair concluded the meeting by thanking everybody for engaging so positively with the discussion.
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