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Thursday, 3rd April 2008


PAUL WILLIAMSON:  Thank you very much, and it is really a pleasure and brilliant to see so many of you here this morning.  Just to introduce the team to you first of all, for those of you who don't know me, my name is Paul Williamson.  I am the Regional Director for learning, planning and performance at the LSC in the East Midlands.  My colleagues, on the left, Geoff Baldry, Andrew Hayward, Jo Monroe.  Jo and Andrew and Geoff will all be speaking through the course of the meeting, and then we'll take any questions at the end of it.

Just a few domestics before I run through the agenda, and before we launch into the process.  First of all, the obvious thing about mobiles, obviously, it would be better if they were turned off altogether.  There's no fire alarm practice planned; if there is a fire alarm, it will be a continuous bell.  There are three or four fire exits, here and at the other two sides of the room, and we gather in the car park, at the front of the building, the way that you came in.

There is no break in this session, so we are planning to work all the way through until tea and coffee at the end of the session, when there will be the opportunity for you to network, and to pick up any more detailed issues with me or my colleagues.

We are going to transcribe as much as we can when we have the questions, and clearly, if we are not able to answer some of the more detailed questions this morning, what we will do is undertake to find a way of answering them after the session.

The presentation will be e‑mailed out to you this morning.  We were not able to put hard copies out because some of the key dates around the timescale were changing even as of yesterday.  What we wanted to do was give you the final and accurate version of that, so the detail of what we are going through will be available, including things such as the e‑mail addresses and contact points.

A very quick introduction, just to give you an idea of the shape of the session for this morning.  The purpose of today's event is to outline the content and process for the 2008 LSC mainstream programmes open and competitive tendering process, so we are going to start off by doing a very quick run‑through of some of the key issues around context, things like priorities and the new funding approach.  I apologise for those of you who are now steeped in this, because I know that we did a big provider briefing before Christmas and that there have been further briefings at area level, but there are people who are not as steeped, people who may not even be LSC providers currently, so we are going to have to try and get a balance right between saying these are the key contextual issues and these are the big issues.  Some of you will have heard it before, so forgive us if we have to repeat it a little bit for the benefit of those of you who might not.

We will start off with a little bit of context, then we are going to outline the content issues, the regional requirements on the agenda, in other words, what it is that we are tendering for.  Then we are going to run through the process through which you will need to respond if you are interested in responding to the Invitation to Tender, or the ITT.

Rather than just running one long question and answer session at the end, what we are going to do is take a break after each element of the regional requirements, so there are two elements of that, one on Train to Gain and then one on Apprenticeships and E2E.  We will take a quick break after each of those for questions and answers, then run the process session on completing the Invitation to Tender, and then we will run a question and answer session after that as well.  

We have radio mics, and I know it is fairly daunting in an audience this size, but what we will do, as I have said, is we will take as many questions as we can from the platform, but we will hang around afterwards if you have any more detailed questions, and clearly, either through the regional centre or through your contacts in the area, if you have any further questions about the process, you should have contacts there as well.

Just a quick bit of input on the LSC Statement of Priorities for 2008/2009.  Again, this will be familiar to those of you who have been through the LSC's National and Regional Statement of Priorities and Regional Commissioning Plan for 2008/9.  We published the LSC Statement of Priorities in November last year, and followed that up with a regional provider briefing in November, and area ones through December and January.  We also published our Regional Commissioning Plan at the end of December.  

Priorities for the LSC through 2008/9: first of all, creating demand for learning and skills, and that is from employers and adults, and indeed from young people; continuing to transform the FE system, and that does not just mean FE colleges, it means the whole of the post‑16 system, to meet demand from employers, young people and adults, helping it to become more flexible and responsive; and finally, delivering better skills, better jobs and better lives.

Two overarching targets for the LSC, and indeed for the government as a whole, through to 2020: for young people, to ensure that we continue to increase educational achievement, with the aim of preparing every child and young person with the knowledge and skills to succeed in education and life; for adults, to ensure that we improve the skills of the population, consistent with the aim of having a workforce that has a world class skills base capable of sustaining economic competitiveness.  

The aim for adults clearly, and indeed the aim for young people, is driven a lot by such things as the Leitch Review, which has proposed very, very stretching targets for increasing the level of skills attainment, both at Level 2, Level 3 and beyond, and this will continue to drive the way that public money for skills which has grown every year over the last decade is going to be invested.

Just to say a little bit more about the key messages relating to young people, to adult learning, to employers and to the system as a whole.  For young people, what we have seen over the past year or two is this commitment to move beyond the levels of participation that we have now, that is 16 and 17‑year olds, to the idea of a raising of the compulsory participation age, and the idea that we move to 90, 95 and even 100 per cent participation over the next decade and a half.

We are far more focused these days on making sure that we have an effective offer for all young people, with the idea of increasing levels of participation.  We have a series of entitlements now, mostly relating to the roll‑out of the vocational diplomas, and we have this idea of the September guarantee, which has existed at age 16 for some time, but it has been extended to age 17, to make sure that all young people at 16 and 17 have the opportunity to have an offer of appropriate learning for them.

In particular, the LSC will be making sure that we target efforts to provide more specialised provision to engaging people who are currently not in employment, education and training, or NEET, as we call it here.  We have made significant strides in reducing the levels of NEET in the region over the past two or three years, and indeed we did meet the September guarantee in all areas of the region in 2007.

Very significantly, however, and this applies also to adults and employer provision, we are planning significant growth in apprenticeships provision.  The numbers engaged in apprenticeships provision have been relatively static, and indeed have fallen slightly for young people over the past two or three years, but the government targets are very, very stretching, and there will be funds for increasing levels of participation in apprenticeships for both young people and adults over the next three or four years at least.

Some of the key messages relating to adult learning: nationally, we now have this idea of developing a core adult offer to help people to upskill, reskill and learn in each area.  Those of you who have worked with the LSC in the region over the past couple of years, and in particular those of you who might have worked in Lincolnshire a little bit earlier than that, will know that we have been working very hard on developing the idea of an adult offer and entitlement, and that was part of the launch of our adult strategy at the end of January this year.

The focus for adult learning and for the investment of public funds for adult learning will very much in future be around focusing on people who have felt disadvantaged, either socially or economically, and to help learners to progress to higher levels of learning and employment.

A few key messages for employers relating to Train to Gain and to Local Employer Partnerships and integrated employment and skills.  It is a message that is worth repeating, driven very much, I think, by the aspirations and targets in the Leitch Report, that there will continue to be a massive ramping up of Train to Gain activity, so the level of public investment in the Train to Gain programme will continue to increase.  There will be some areas of public investment that will be static or may even reduce in future years, but Train to Gain clearly offers huge opportunities for both employers and for providers in the sector, and that is going to be helped by some additional flexibilities to enhance the Train to Gain service.

We have the emergence of local employer partnerships supporting both Skills for Jobs and Train to Gain.  The idea is that this integrated employment and skills programme, with funding and support from not only the LSC but also JobcentrePlus, helps to deliver a service with employers to people who are out of work at the moment, to engage those people who are out of work, give them the foundation skills that they need, and help them to progress into employment.  So locally, what we will be doing is working very closely with JobcentrePlus to put together those packages of support for both individuals and employers, and the focus will be on meeting local needs and tackling disadvantage through priority learning delivery.

The final section of this part of the presentation on key messages is around the development of the world class system, and what the LSC will do is continue to work with providers to help increase and improve responsiveness to demand from individuals and employers.  There will be an increased emphasis on fees and commercial work, the idea being that the investment in education and training is split between employers and individuals and the state, so there should not be the expectation that the funding is just from the LSC and from the Government.  The LSC will continue with its role as market-maker, so where we feel the market is not responding or where the services are not adequate we will intervene, and one of the ways that we will intervene is by putting additional funding and services out through the open and competitive tendering route.  The LSC will also continue to invest in infrastructure, in capacity and in capital projects.

I think it is also worth at this stage emphasising the LSC's commitment to the routes of open and competitive tendering, not only because of the public procurement guidelines but because we believe that it helps transparency in the way that public funds are awarded and used, and also because it is good practice for us to test the market.  I would flag up that not only, for example, have we put a huge amount of Train to Gain business out through open and competitive tendering, but there will be significant additional investment in apprenticeships this year and next year and in future years, and we will also commit to putting existing contracts and existing funds out to open and competitive tender on a regular basis.

I'm not going to spend too long on this section, but I'm just going to revisit very quickly some aspects of the new demand-led funding model.  This diagram should be familiar to most of you, and what it does is it sets out a range of aspects of demand-led funding.  The model for 16‑18 year olds essentially is one based on commissioning, for school sixth forms and for provision in FE colleges.  The apprenticeships provision would be through the employer responsive route.  The model for 19‑plus learner responsive is again at the moment mostly through commissioning and within‑year and end‑year reconciliation, and the model for the 19‑plus employer based provision, the employer responsive model, based upon contracting and profiling activity, and very much responding to demand from employers.

The type of funding agreement, therefore, will depend on the type of organisation that you are, so further education corporations will be funded under the terms of the financial memorandum; public bodies such as local authorities funded under conditions of funding; all other organisations would be expected to agree the LSC standard contract for education and training.  So all organisations who respond to the various invitations to tender that we're going to publish will be taken to have accepted the appropriate terms and conditions of funding appropriate to their type of organisation.

There are additional requirements in relation to each programme, and they are set out in the relevant funding guidance that forms part of the terms and conditions and funding.  We have put the link to the LSC website in here, and it will be in the presentation that we e‑mail out to you.  I advise you to review that, to see the appropriate funding guidance for the programme for which you are thinking of tendering.  That guidance will include details of funding rates of qualifications and other programme delivery requirements.

The contract funding levels would be agreed as one element of the contract clarification process, and where appropriate, and that is in most cases, the national funding formula would be applied.  New providers who are tendering for provision which is funded using the demand-led funding system will soon be able to download a funding calculation programme to help support the undertaking of modelling of potential contract award levels, and again, the address is on there and it will be in the presentation that we e‑mail out; check the LSC website through there for further information.

That is a very brief introduction to some of the basic principles around this.  What we are going to do now is to move into, if you like, what it is we are going out to tender for in the mainstream programmes in 2008.  Just to remind you, we are going to split this into two parts.  Firstly, Geoff Baldry is going to talk about apprenticeships and E2E, and after Geoff has done his presentation we will take any questions then on that element of it, before we move on to Andrew and the Train to Gain element.  

So if I can hand over to Geoff?

GEOFF BALDRY:  Good morning, ladies and gentlemen.  I'll present Professor Diana Bentley's apologies to you all today.  She is Director of Planning and Performance, and I have come in off the subs bench as Di is heavily engaged in business cycle activities elsewhere.

What I hope to do very quickly this morning is to go through some of the basics around the tendering process.  I appreciate right now that I am looking at an audience of people who have delivered work‑based learning Entry to Employment over a number of years and I will be naturally rehashing some of the basics that you will know well.  However, if I can perhaps today perhaps provide a couple of clarifications around some certain aspects and have an ability to answer some of the questions that you may have (if not now, very quickly after this meeting), then I feel that hopefully I will have been of use.  

I will be hanging around after we have done the presentations, beyond the question and answer session.  I will stay around so that we can ensure that you have had the opportunity to think, raise your thoughts, and hopefully we will have answered as many questions as we can.

I feel I ought to also say I am a Nottingham Forest supporter, and I feel a bit like an alcoholic, but I have got to say it, we hold so many events here, and I come here, and if I look as if I have got a nervous twitch, or if I look as if I am in physical or mental pain, it is because I am, but I will get over it.

If I talk through Apprenticeships and Entry to Employment, and first of all start with some basics around the profile of the target group, I appreciate again that you will know some of this, but I would like to just bring out.  Very often, we sometimes hide or perhaps it is hidden that there is a larger proportion of white male exclusion around the areas of multiple deprivation that we all know and love across the East Midlands, and that is a serious issue, and is something that we do look for provision to address.

I appreciate that in the NEET group, and doing our Entry to Employment delivery, young people with challenging behaviour in a social context, a learning difficulty context, we know we are seeing more young people with those behavioural characteristics as a proportion of the overall cohort coming through.

We unfortunately have high proportions of teenage parents and young offenders, and making a response to young offenders and people with dyslexia is something that we must ensure is a feature within our provision.  I appreciate there are people in the room who already do that, but as a proportion of the cohort that is available to us to engage, this is ever a more serious issue requiring many flexible responses from you.  It is a challenge for providers and ourselves alike, and we need to up our game a bit.  In the provision that we are contracting or putting out to tender, we are looking for appropriate responses to respond flexibly and effectively to deliver progression against what we understand is, of course, a challenging cohort.

I appreciate also, of course, that the disadvantage, deprivation, unemployment lies in some well‑known areas to us, and that high levels of unemployment amongst the disabled and unemployment amongst those of non‑white ethnic origin are particular knotty issues in amongst the overall umbrella scenario, and making responses to those is important.

In the invitations to tender, there is one for apprenticeships and one for Entry to Employment.  Now the Invitation to Tender and its detail and the geographical area lots, Jo will take us through later on today.  The detail on this, Jo now has the timeline, so it will be released next week, and Jo will take us through all of those.

Just to cover for the time being, the apprenticeships will be split between 16‑18 and 19‑plus across all five geographical areas of the East Midlands, and the detail, the lots, will contain the national funding rate, will contain the volumes against the particular sectors, against the particular area, and will include the appropriate summary detail for you to work with.

Entry to Employment, that is out for tender across four areas, not Leicestershire, because they have made some changes to their network, and that network needs to settle down, but we are tendering for new provision across the other four geographical areas.  Again, the tenders will give us the detail, and there are three or four slides at the end of my ramble that will provide a bit more detail for you today.

We welcome tenders from providers in a flexible way really, whether it is about a specific sector with apprenticeships across three, four, five areas, or whether it is more specific within a geographical area, or whether you want to go across a number of geographical areas.  Just please be clear about your experience, please bring forward real examples, whether it be using LSC funding or others, about your experience and how you can provide a good quality service within the areas that we are tendering for.

And of course be clear about the contacts, the partnerships and how you will go about your business within each area for which you are tendering.  I appreciate Jo will talk us through later, but my understanding is if you want to apply for three, four or five areas, that is three, four or five submissions for each area; I saw a nod, so I have got that right.

And of course eligible qualifications, LSC's Learning Aims Database, accredited at Level 2 or 3 for Apprenticeships, Advanced Apprenticeships and BTEC, and also we should bear in mind that for Entry to Employment, we are on a journey to the Foundation Learning Tier which will be based upon the new QCF, and that when we are tendering for Entry to Employment provision, we should be thinking about accredited progression, and thinking about the future in terms of those progression pathways that will start to be piloted from 2008.

What we would look for in a successful tender over the next three slides, I appreciate that as a critical measure and effective programme, and you describing those critical measures, that is a list of the stunningly obvious.  However, it is critical, is it not, that for work‑based learning we are, on the apprenticeship programmes, in a critical period now, and for some time to come, where we want more starts, and we want to keep raising the full framework completion rates; we are greedy, and that is a challenge.

The challenge there is around also more inclusion, so maybe we are not able to be as selective as previously, so I appreciate that that comes with its own challenges for providers.  So we can put up a bald statement like that.  The programme recruitment does need explaining with clarity and in as much detail as you are allowed to within the space within the tenders.

Within Entry to Employment, for instance, we know from our own data and from evidence from you that the client group as a proportion now is a more challenging client group, requiring more different flexible innovative ways of engagement and also maintaining their presence in learning, so it is important that we fill and flex out those key milestones with the appropriate detail.  If you are not currently in an LSC funded group, perhaps ESF, please do bring that relevant experience to the fore, and new ideas are very welcome.

Outcomes: to be quite clear, we need achievements of full frameworks across the apprenticeship and advanced apprenticeships in the relevant sectors.  There are different challenges, I can appreciate, in hospitality and catering, in retail; however, the drive is for more starts and more achievements, and you have to demonstrate your capacity to deliver that.

Our Entry to Employment: until halfway through the last academic year, it was behind the national averages in terms of positive progressions, and in particular, for instance, we did have quite high, around 20/25 per cent, progression rates into employment without training.  Now I can appreciate that that is a success for a lot of folk, but it's not when they are gaining employment without training in the public sector.  

So we need to attack that, and ensure that within the ITT, as you will see when it is released, we have an ambition to ensure that we achieve a 55 per cent overall positive progression rate from E2E, and  a 20 per cent positive progression rate into work‑based learning.  Right now, our positive progressions into work‑based learning are low, although pleasingly now, from the second half of last year, and currently, our overall positive progression rates compare now with the national averages.  With the difficult client group that we are engaging I think that is a job well done, but we need more.

I think that final comment there, I have laboured on enough.  Just one more I would like to mention: we must not be exclusive in our tenders.  We are looking for inclusion, in its broadest sense, into the apprenticeship programmes, so we are certainly looking for responses from apprenticeship providers and E2E providers about that progression, and securing it for a broad range of young people, and of course ensuring that we are able to accept a broad range of those aged over 19 into the adult apprenticeship programmes.  But let us not forget within our E2E submissions that progression into independent living and/or supported employment (and the two are usually mutual, not separate) is an important factor within our Entry to Employment, and so we would look for that response within the tenders.

I have been talking about successful tenders really for the past two or three slides, and you will have seen slides like that before really around what we would expect from successful tenders.  I think it is worthwhile here mentioning that bottom point, involving the employer in the learner journey and delivering a seamless and holistic offer to employers.  There are many people in the room who either now or in the future will be delivering apprenticeships and Train to Gain.  We appreciate that there are some particular requirements of those funding streams and eligibility, and there are some particular rules and criteria that surround both those programme areas.  However, providers who offer to employers an offer that covers both of those areas does not actually say to the employer, "Ah, but we cannot do this because of ...", but is actually saying, "We can deliver this for you", and removes all of that bureaucracy, perhaps, from the employers we know now are making big in‑roads and are being successful providers, and we are looking for more of that in the future.  

So I think as we are talking about Train to Gain and Apprenticeship programmes et al today, that should also be perhaps a feature we would look for within the tender submissions.

Over the next four slides -- my apologies for straying into demand-led funding, and I appreciate there will be folk here who will know a lot about that and have been through it with some tedium to date, but it would be right just to quickly rattle through really and perhaps speak through the next four slides, just to ensure there is a level playing field of understanding.  

As we know, the employer responsive provision payments will be made to providers monthly in arrears and will be based on actual delivery, so it is vital that providers submit their monthly ILR data by the 4th of each month and payment is then made by the 10th.  It is vital that that occurs.

The learner funding, we are now using the new funding formula based on the Standard Learner Number, a national funding rate, a provider factor and additional learning support.  The SLNs are present within Entry to Employment and of course the apprenticeship programmes, and they are a measure of the volume of the learning activity being planned and delivered.  The apprenticeship programmes: we have an achievement element of 25 per cent of the value of each claim, and that is only paid to the provider on achievement of the full framework.

It is also expected that wherever possible, obviously, within the apprenticeship programmes, the learning will take place on the provider premises.  However, with Key Skills, Skills for Life qualifications and some other aspects of employer‑based requirements, delivery would be elsewhere, either a provider location or somewhere else.

The area uplift does not apply to the East Midlands region, that is for London and the South East only.  The disadvantage uplift will, and it is based on the learner's home postcode, and the details here will come out in the funding guidance which ‑‑ forgive me, I have been away for a couple of weeks over Easter and I did not yesterday seek it out, but my understanding is it will be imminent, and the funding profile of each provider will be subject to reviews, and of course those reviews will take account of the performance to date.  It is vital that within our available budgets we move funding around to providers who can deliver more for us, so that activity, we have ensured recently, is a sharper, shorter time activity in terms of a flash to bang to achieve impact.  That will go forward into the remainder of this year, and into ′08/09 too, we will need to move available funds around to support the providers that are ploughing forward ahead of their profile, otherwise we won't be able to deliver against our aims and ambitions and targets.

Some information there, straight out of the guidance, about what we class as an eligible start.  Just something I want to mention there, item 10: delivery for priority sectors will receive preference for funding.  That is an important point I think for you to recognise, if you have not done so already.

Additional learning support, often sometimes perhaps forgotten about when we are speaking.  In ′08/09, of course, the apprenticeship programmes are continuing with the current two year system.  That may change for ′09/10 -- I know there are some ambitions to do that, as yet again we go into a period of review on additional learning support.  E2E of course is funded under the 16‑18 model, and the SLM values include the additional learning support element.

It shows up better on the screen than it does here.  There is a link there which you would have to type in, you cannot click on it.  My understanding is that these presentations will be sent out to you either via a website or by another means.  It will certainly be placed onto a website.  That document is available now.  If you type that in to search, those of you who have not had it, you can find it, and it will be available through me for later, should you wish.

As I said before, the tenders, 16‑18 provision for apprenticeships, 19‑plus for apprenticeships and E2E; so 16‑18 provision for apprenticeships, 1,662 learners are sought across the five areas.  The lots do include volumes against sector by area.  Those sectors there are the ones that we have tendered out.  They do include, of course, our priority sectors, but do include gaps in provision that are important within the local context.

There is a similar but different list for 19‑plus.  There are some differences in the electrotechnical distribution, horticulture, children's care being the ones that spring to light.  963 learners sought across the five areas.  For Entry to Employment, we have a total of 202 learners being sought across four areas.  You can see there is a split there between Nottinghamshire and the City of Nottingham.  The total across them all for apprenticeships is 7.7 million.  E2E is 1.5 million in total.

That is a quick run‑through and enough from me.  Do we take questions now?  Thank you.

PAUL WILLIAMSON:  We said we would take a break and check if there are any questions on that section before we move on to Train to Gain, so we have a couple of radio mics, if people just want to ‑‑ a question down here.   

FROM THE FLOOR:  Are the numbers quoted for the next 12 months or for a three‑year period?

GEOFF BALDRY:  My understanding is those numbers are for the ′08/09 academic year.  I always look to Jo, to see if she gives me a nod, and it is a nod. 

FROM THE FLOOR:  We will ask Jo in future!

GEOFF BALDRY:  That has blown my credibility, hasn't it!

PAUL WILLIAMSON:  Sorry, we are clear about that then, that is not, you know, one year plus another year plus another year, those numbers will exist over each of the three years, yes?  So they are not cumulative, that is provision as a whole.

FROM THE FLOOR:  In allocating contracts, will you give thought to, for the sake of argument, Derbyshire giving contracts for E2E to two providers, perhaps if one of them puts forward a bid specifically for dealing with learning difficulties, or will you only want to issue one contract?

GEOFF BALDRY:  That is possible.  The commissioning process must reflect high quality tenders and the needs of the client group, and it is quite reasonable, I think, to expect that there could be providers who have a particular specialism in what is a foundation vocational pathway, and that if that is where they sit, that is fine.  The thing that would be important though is E2E is about progression.  Supported employment, independent living, yes, but there will of course be others who are elsewhere, so it is your partnership and connectivity that is very important.

FROM THE FLOOR:  That is not a problem, we already achieve the national output, but besides E2E, I was also thinking about apprenticeships.

GEOFF BALDRY:  I would say the same answer. I think that is a question that I would open up across Jo and Paul too.  Currently, it is right to say, because it is fact, that representation at Level 2 and Level 3 in apprenticeships for people with a learning difficulty or disability is not really where it should be.  Within FE colleges, there is a surprising representation for Level 2 and for Level 3, more than we think, as we found out when we interrogated our ′06/07 data, but in the vocational programmes less so, so I would say we would encourage specific responses for clients whom we need to make a response to, and achieve sustainable employment for.

PAUL WILLIAMSON:  Any other questions on this part of the presentation?  As I say, you will have an opportunity at the end of the session and, if you do not want to raise a question in the open forum, with individuals afterwards in the networking period.

FROM THE FLOOR:  I tend to think that there is lot of emphasis on Level 2 element or progression element, but some of the very deprived or disadvantaged people are actually below that level, below even entry level.  How do we reconcile the fact that people have to go to Level 2 and yet you want to deal with equality, taking into consideration disadvantage, yet we are not emphasising too much of the pre‑entry level bit of the whole provision?  Am I clear?  Because I can see that we are driving towards the Level 2 more here, whereas from our experience, we realise that a lot of people in our set‑up are actually pre‑entry level, and until the foundation is laid properly, nobody can get to Level 2.  Meanwhile, you are talking about dealing with disadvantage, so how do we reconcile all this?

PAUL WILLIAMSON:  Well, it is very difficult to reconcile it.  I think what I have pointed towards, I don't think there is any question that both apprenticeships and FE and school sixth form provision for young people that the emphasis is very much on Level 2 and Level 3.  The E2E programme should be flexible enough – I know we have huge challenges here, but it should be flexible enough to respond to the kind of agenda that you are talking around, in other words engagement with people with very low levels of attainment.  What you will also be aware of, I am sure, as well as the LSC funded mainstream E2E programme, is that we have also recently just gone out for further provision of that nature that is funded by ESF, or European Social Fund.  What we have tried to do is design the ESF programme so that it actually is able, more than perhaps the mainstream E2E programme, to respond to those real basic needs and the engagement programme.  We have done what we can to bend the European programme to support our mainstream programme and to help to provide those progression routes, but it is still a challenge.  I am not saying that that is all the answers, it is just that we have tried to do it through the design of those two programmes.

FROM THE FLOOR:  In one of your earlier slides there was a reference to north east Lincolnshire.  Could I just confirm that that is the north‑east of Lincolnshire and not North East Lincolnshire?

GEOFF BALDRY:  Yes.

PAUL WILLIAMSON:  Is there anything else that people want to raise now?  Otherwise we will move into the Train to Gain element of the presentation.  Okay, thank you.  Andrew?

ANDREW HAYWARD:  Good morning, ladies and gentlemen.  Let's talk about the Train to Gain ITT.  

I think it is worth mentioning before we go any further that there are a couple of points that stand out with Train to Gain.  First of all, Train to Gain is not a programme, it is not a fund, it is not a project, it is a service.  It is a national skills service supporting employers of all sizes and in all sectors to improve the skills of their employees, as a route to improving their business performance.  It is a universal offer.  It is demand-led.  In other words, it is giving the employer and their employees the training they require, delivered in the workplace at a time that suits them.  That is a big difference, and for providers of all sizes that has proved over the last couple of years a challenge.

What I would like to do is go through the figures -- there are quite a few figures here --just to show you the size of the activity that faces us, the challenge.  

There is progression each year all the way up to 2010/11, and to show you, the progression we have had in the first year for ′06/07 is about £20 million in the East Midlands region.  This year we have gone up to £31 million.  For next year, the ′08/09 period, it is £52 million.  By the time we get to 2010/11, across the nine English regions it is going to be in excess of £1 billion.  So that is a lot of money and a lot of learners.

This is to support the increase in delivery of the service in ′08/09.  As I say, there is £52 million available for the delivery of 44,376 employees, which will undertake Level 2s, Level 3 or Skills for Life qualifications.  The difference from the previous two years to ′08/09 is that we will now include the Level 3 delivery.  To point out, Skills for Life and Level 2s are fully funded, but on the Level 3 there is an employer contribution.  The providers are expected to show that they have collected that contribution in cash, not in kind or in any other form.

If we break that down, so this is the total figure that we will be delivering for the East Midlands, this is across the existing provider network, plus new providers, you are looking at 32,000 in rough terms for Level 2 starts, and nearly 20,000 achievements; 7,000 Level 3 starts, 5,000 achievements; and 4,500 Skills for Life starts and 3,000 achievements.  So not really a problem then, is it?  He says with his fingers crossed.

Of the £52 million, what we have done is taken the fact that the existing providers, of which there are currently 48, will deliver to initially the level that has been set for this particular year, and the difference of £14.5 million would be for the new ITT.  As you can see from the figures, well, hopefully if you have got good glasses, 5,000 Level 2 starts, 3,000 achievements; 5,000 Level 3 starts, 3,500 achievements; and 2,000 Skills for Life starts and 1,400 achievements.

On the Skills for Life, up to now it has proved to be a problem to achieve the kind of numbers that we have been targeted with.  Providers in general are excellent at delivering the Level 2 qualifications, but the Skills for Life that inherently go with that have proved to be challenging.

The target groups or priority areas that we would be looking at, there is a whole list there, so it covers all of the industrial sectors within the Midlands, but we would like to focus on construction, engineering and health and social care, along with logistics, retail and tourism and leisure.

Within the ITT, if you have a look at the detail, it actually does break down the numbers by county, and also shows sectors within those counties that we would be looking for providers to deliver in.

As I have just said, the geographical area, as a provider, you can bid to deliver in all five counties or just part of that.  Delivery can be in one or more areas, and preference will be given to providers who can deliver more than 250 learner starts in the academic year.

In addition, by referring to the Sector Skills agreements from Sector Skills Councils, it will also show priority qualifications that we will be looking for as well.   

Just to go through what it is that we are actually looking for in the ITT, it will be a strong track record of employer engagement, showing what providers have been doing in the past; a strong track record of delivery in the workplace, because that is what Train to Gain is all about.  We would like to see a history of high levels of success, because the minimum standard of delivery for Train to Gain is 70 per cent success rate currently.  As we said before about Skills for Life, we would like to see the fact that people can deliver a good track record of Skills for Life delivery in association with these qualifications.  Also an issue which would be beneficial is the fact that providers have achieved the new standard for employer responsiveness, and as previously shown on a slide, the capacity to deliver volumes in excess of 250 employees, learner starts per year.

Just some additional information, documents to read regarding this, and I am sure everybody has taken this to bed and read it, is the Requirements of Funding 07/08, which at the moment we are on volume 3, which is the bible, which says this is exactly what Train to Gain can deliver and can't; and also, the Train to Gain document, the plan for growth, which shows a plan for Train to Gain going forward as to how it will change.

So already, since the beginning of the year, we have progressed to taking in the voluntary sector, and also sole traders, and as I previously said, from 1st August we will be doing Level 3.  This plan for growth shows how the criteria for Train to Gain will broaden across the time period, which mean that there will be further cohorts for people to work with.

Thank you very much.

PAUL WILLIAMSON:  As before, we will try and take any questions on the Train to Gain element of the presentation.

FROM THE FLOOR:  Mark Cousins from Aspire to Independence.  Is there any guidance you can give in relation to existing providers in the midst of negotiating continuation of contracts and this commissioning plan?

PAUL WILLIAMSON:  Do you want to expand on that a little bit more, please?

FROM THE FLOOR:  Yes.  If you are an existing provider, are you suggesting that you tender for all or some, or what is the guidance that you give on that?

ANDREW HAYWARD:  If you are an existing provider, currently one of our fund B providers, then we have a criteria for going forward, which essentially is to say that that provider has to achieve 50 per cent minimum of their original contracted volumes, and if that is achieved, then they will automatically gain a contract going forward.  The volume of that contract will be based upon the volumes that have been achieved in this academic year.  If you were a provider who thought, well, for various reasons I will not be able to achieve that 50 per cent and therefore will not get a contract going forward, it is worth putting in an ITT so that you can have another access point to Train to Gain.

FROM THE FLOOR:  Can you tell me what the Level 3 employer contribution is going to be set at?

ANDREW HAYWARD:  Yes; it is approximately a third of the value.

FROM THE FLOOR:  Two questions, please.  First of all, I understood that the 50 per cent benchmark for existing providers were funding level not volumes.  Can you confirm that for me?

ANDREW HAYWARD:  It is 50 per cent of the volumes which is made up of both Skills for Life and Level 2 volumes together.   

PAUL WILLIAMSON:  So that is rather than the funding, Andrew, you are saying?

ANDREW HAYWARD:  Yes.

FROM THE FLOOR:  That is a new one.  That is contrary to what everybody around this table has previously been told, in actual fact.  We understood it was funding, so further clarification on that would be appreciated, because someone has given out wrong information somewhere.  

Second question: would you accept an ITT for Skills for Life only?

ANDREW HAYWARD:  Skills for Life can be delivered as a standalone, so yes, you could put one in; however, preference would be given to providers who could deliver in both areas.

FROM THE FLOOR:  Okay, thank you.

JO MONROE:  Because there is an uncertainty around that table Andrew's answer stands at the moment, but what we will do is we are transcribing all the questions, so we will absolutely double check and we will make it clear in the published questions and answers just to ensure you have got the correct information.

PAUL WILLIAMSON:  Another question down here at the front. 

FROM THE FLOOR:  I am just a bit concerned about the issue of strong emphasis on track record and history and things like that, in relation to the fact that there are a lot of small to medium skill social enterprises which need a lot of input in terms of training the workforce in retail and construction and other things, and I feel that with the kind of emphasis that is being put here, there are a lot of disadvantaged people within this sector that are going to be excluded, because it will be very difficult for the new entrants into the whole system to provide the level of good track record, and meanwhile, some of them have the potential to achieve the kind of things that are being expected.  

So what provisions have you made for that part of the economy, which is a strong force coming up in the economy?  The government is promoting it, and there are so many disadvantaged people.  What provisions have you made to help them also to Train to Gain, if I can say so?

PAUL WILLIAMSON:  Just a very quick response from me, before I hand on to Andrew.  I think it is absolutely right for us to emphasise the idea of track record.  I do not think we are suggesting that providers who have not engaged in this before would be automatically counted out; I think what you would need to expect, however, particularly if a provider came in and gave evidence that what they were able to do was to reach whatever you want to call them, niches or particular markets that we were finding difficult to get at, then I am sure that we would be really interested.  But I think what you would need to expect is a dialogue about how you were going to be able to build up the capacity and to be able to deliver.  So it would not automatically count you out, it just means that it would be under, if you like, a bit more scrutiny if it was not there to start with.  

Andrew, is there anything you want to add?

ANDREW HAYWARD:  I absolutely agree with that.  We are not trying to say that people who have not delivered are excluded, it's just to prove conclusively the volumes that we are looking at, the numbers, that if a contract is issued, that that particular provider can actually or has the infrastructure to be able to deliver those numbers.

FROM THE FLOOR:  Because the element of infrastructure from my own experience, organisational experience, we started off when we had never delivered before, but we turned out to be having some very good input.  Between the time of application and dialogue, I believe that a lot of people are going to be eliminated on the priority issues.  If you are able to say that you can reach out for the unreached, at what stage will then the LSC come in to say they want to strike a dialogue with you to see if you can help us to reach the unreached client group?  Are you with me?

PAUL WILLIAMSON:  I am, it is just a very difficult question to generalise an answer back, and I will be honest with you, I don't know which area you are from, I am sorry, but if you have a word with me or one of my colleagues afterwards, what I will try and do is put you in touch with someone about how we can develop that dialogue and give you individual advice, if you like.  That is probably the best thing, rather than trying to over-generalise in the answer, but as I said, please see me or one of my colleagues afterwards.

Any further questions?

FROM THE FLOOR:  We are interested in tendering in a number of regions, and I had a look on Bravo the other day and I can see that there is an ITT for each region but also a national one, and I could not see from the Read Me document exactly, should we be bidding on the regional one or the national one?  I would like to get some guidance on that.

JO MONROE:  That will get picked up in my presentation, and if it does not, then by all means come back to me.

PAUL WILLIAMSON:  Are there any further questions on Train to Gain that you want to raise?  As I say, we will do a mop‑up session at the end, otherwise we will move through the process itself, in other words how you need to engage with us, should you wish to respond to any of the invitations to tender.  

Over to you, Jo.

JO MONROE:  Good morning, ladies and gentlemen.  What I am going to do is take you through, as normal, the process around the ITT, with a little bit of background in there, in terms of kind of where we are to date, and then something around the timelines and what you can expect to happen as part of the process, but I think what I want to start with is just a reiteration really around why the LSC is adopting a procurement policy.  It kind of builds on things that have already been said this morning, but it is about trying to ensure that as an organisation, firstly, we have secured the provision that we need for our area and for our learners and our employers.  It is about testing the market, it is about ensuring that we don't operate a closed shop, and we are open to public scrutiny.  Therefore, it is about allowing new entrants the opportunity to come into the LSC and deliver on our behalf.  At the same time, it is allowing our existing providers, those good providers, to grow where they are able to do so.  

As a number of you will know, and some of the faces I am beginning to recognise more and more as you turn up to these events, we introduced the e‑tendering system back in February last year, so it has been going for just over a year now.  It is a quicker way of dealing with all of the tender activity that we have, but probably more importantly it provides us with a mechanism that gives us a robust audit trail; it is open, it is transparent, it does mean that as providers and as an LSC, we have got that transparency and that fairness within the system that we operate.

Not unimportantly, it is a more environmentally friendly way of operating.  It means that we are not all chasing bits of paper around, you are not reliant on the post, and it is much more robust in that sense.

Paul has already touched on this: we are a public body and therefore we have to follow the public procurement rules, and that means we operate a process that is open, fair and transparent.  One of the things that the LSC have looked at in quite some detail going forward for ′08/09 is the use of three‑year contracts, which we will be doing where appropriate, and we will also be looking at potentially extending those contracts to five years.  So it is important for you as organisations to engage with the procurement process that we have, because these opportunities are not just next year, they go beyond that.

We have also spent a lot of time this year looking at the contracts, and helpfully in some of the slides earlier Paul went through the types of contracts that we have, but you also need to be aware that those contracts are slimmed down considerably for ′08/09, and we make much more use of direct reference to our funding guidance, so a lot of the information that you have previously been used to seeing in your main terms and conditions, in the body of your contract, has been stripped out.  They are streamlined documents and they rely much more heavily on a link to the funding guidance this time around.

Contracts obviously within year can be varied up and down as a result of the reconciliation, and we will continue to actively manage in that way.  

The other thing that we are looking to do this time round, and again, it is based on our experience of the first procurement round that we did, is we are not necessarily looking to start every single contract on 1st August.  That is to allow us slightly more ease over that period of time.  There are instances where we may have providers who are new to the market and need a little bit more gear‑up time than our existing provider base, who may also obviously secure procured provision, and on that basis we don't want to artificially force a start date of 1st August at the cost of the provider being able to get themselves established enough to then be able to deliver the level of quality service that we would expect for our learners.

The kind of important bits around timeframe, the invitations to tender for Train to Gain have already opened, they opened last Friday, and they are on Bravo, and the close date for that particular tender is 9th May.  E2E will be opening up tomorrow and will close on 16th May.  Apprenticeships will open up next week, on the 7th, and will close on 19th May.  

The next four items are on there because nationally -- it is so you are aware, nationally, we are all sort of at regional level going out for different things; in our region, we are not going out for ESP, NEET, Skills for Jobs or Adult Safeguarded Learning.  In our area it is Train to Gain, E2E and Apprenticeships only, and the only additional one that we may go out with is once we have concluded the current ESF tendering round we may need to go out, and it is likely that we will go out for a small amount of ESF that we have not managed to procure through the round we have just gone through, but we are just finishing off that procurement round at the moment.  The date for that obviously we will publish out to you all, once we are sure about what it is that we are going out and when.

In terms of the Pre‑Qualification Questionnaire that you have all been involved in, at a national level, the PQQ closed on 3rd March, and as you know, it was a national PQQ.  The evaluations on those were completed, and they were all done against a standard scoring framework, so again, there has been consistency at a national level, as far as the Pre‑Qualification Questionnaire evaluation process is concerned.

For the PQQ that closed on 3rd March that we opened up in January, we had around about 1,750 providers who were successful through that, and also added into that pot, that will be receiving the invitations to tender, will be the 1,000 or so providers who were successful for the PQQ that we opened up in September.

In terms of timeline, as providers you have around about six weeks to complete the response to the tender document, and each specification and tender document is supported by again a consistent and robust scoring framework that then will be used at regional level to evaluate your responses as they come in.  We thought it would be quite helpful just to let you know what happens once we have done the evaluation.  Every regional LSC then organises what we call contract award panels, and those award panels are made up of a number of people across the LSC, who then come together to look at the successful tenders that have got through, and to agree which tenders we want to then go forward with in terms of offering a contract to the provider or an award to the provider.

Once the contract award panel has been had and we have arrived at that conclusion, that information is then handed over to our partnership teams, and they will then come out and have any meetings with you to clarify any issues or queries that we might have had as far as your tender response is concerned, and then also will be looking obviously to agree the contracting levels when they come out in that meeting with you.

In terms of the contracts themselves obviously, we ought to then be in a position to be able to start issuing them from June onwards, but as I said earlier, the start date for those does not necessarily have to be 1st August.

A bit more about the practicalities in terms of trying to give you a little bit of advice about what you need to do, some of which again some of you will be familiar with having been to these events before, but it is always worth going over just to make sure.  

All of the ITTs come with Read Me First documents, and they are there for a reason, so if you could read that document first, that would be great.  It contains an awful lot of important information, not least of which it will confirm what time specifically on the day of closure the ITT will close.  That is important.  We yet again last time round had a number of providers who failed to hit the deadline, not in terms of the date but in terms of the time, and therefore I would like you all to have the opportunity to make sure that you do in fact benefit from that.

Please start your tender response early; do not leave it until the last minute.  The last round for ESF responses came in still towards the end of the process.  We did get more coming in throughout the process, but it does pay you to sort of get in there, get started; it also allows you more time to raise any queries that you might have as you are going through the construction of your response for that tender.

Please save your work regularly; again, those of you out there who have already done this will probably know by bitter experience, but if you leave the software alone for 15 minutes, it will time you out, and if you have not saved, you have just lost all your hard work.  So just please remember to save your work regularly, and then you will not suffer from frustrations that perhaps could have been avoided.

Publish your response well before the closing date; I think we have already covered that, but just to reiterate, we cannot accept any tenders that are received past the closing date and time.  Again, for the ESF round, we did unfortunately have, across the country, a number of providers who we then had to go back to and say, "Really sorry, can't accept your tender", so there were a number of disappointments out there.

Use the Bravo message facility to raise any queries you have, so if you have questions on the tender and the specification that you need clarification on in order to allow you to make your response, please, please put your questions through the Bravo system.  It is there for your benefit.  I know it might seem bureaucratic and I know it might seem in some ways slightly unfriendly and there is nothing more tempting than to ring up somebody you know at the LSC and say, "Can you just tell me what this means?"  The problem is that there is no audit trail for that, and that audit trail is there to protect you as well as us, because if you then come back later and say, "Well actually, I was told I had to respond in this way, and therefore that is why I have scored really low in that section, but can you make a special case for me", we have no evidence of that and no audit trail.  But please, please use the Bravo messaging service for any queries that you have.

Before you submit your Invitation to Tender, just go through all the normal checks in terms of making sure your attachments are there.  There are some sections within the ITT that are asterisked: please pay special attention to them, as they must be completed.  

If you have any technical problems with Bravo, the actual software itself, don't go through the messaging service; the staff back at the LSC are not technical experts on the system.  My first recommendation to you is the port of call that says look at the supplier help guide that is on Bravo, on the portal, and then if that still does not get you over the technical issue you have, then you can obviously use the help@bravosolution.co.uk address to get that technical help.   

The converse of that, so having gone through the "what should you do", some of the "should nots":

Please don't try and load any other documents bar Word or Excel.  If you do the submission won't come through to us, and once the closure date and time has gone past, we cannot then accept anything else from you.  So please stick to Word and Excel documents and they should come through okay.  

Don't omit the attachments -- we have already covered that -- and don't leave it until the last minute to submit and publish.  We really did have quite a few that dropped out last time round because they came through after the close time.

In terms of the structure of the ITT, and hopefully this will start to pick up the question that was raised earlier at the back of the room, there is for each programme area one national ITT, and the way we have constructed it this time round, so you are not answering the same things umpteen times over, is that the national ITT will have a national questionnaire attachment to it, specific to that programme that you are applying for or you are responding to, and it means you will be answering those questions only once.

Beneath that is then a regional ITT for that programme, and that is where obviously the locality and the specifics of the region then come in, so hopefully we have made it a little bit simpler this time round in terms of trying to take the national element up to a level whereby you only answer it once.  

Each of those ITTs, whether it is national or regional, will come with a Read Me First document.  Sometimes that Read Me First document, and I think it is true in the case of Train to Gain, may well say “refer back to the national one”.  That is because there is no additional information that you need at regional level within the Read Me First document.  There will still be a regional questionnaire and a regional spreadsheet to complete, but it is just that there is no additional guidance, because it does not necessitate that.

Each regional ITT will obviously have its own questionnaire and its own spreadsheet, what we call the demographic spreadsheet, which again some of you will be familiar with.  Just looking at the regional bit in slightly more detail, the Read Me First document we have already talked about, the regional bit is where we talk about the specification that we have for our areas within our region, and the requirements that we need you as providers to respond to.

The regional requirements are as we said.  The questionnaire is about how you intend to meet the requirements, it is about what you can deliver as a provider, so please use the opportunity to give us the information we need that helps us evaluate your bid and tells us the most that you can to put you in the best possible position in responding to that tender.

The spreadsheet is the one that deals with the numbers, if you like, so it will ask you for information about how many of the starts can you deliver, where can you deliver them, how many of the achievements can you give to us, so they are two separate documents.  It is at that point that you need to only use the Word and the Excel attachments, because if you don't that information won't come through to us, and that's kind of a key bit of your tender response.

Finally -- I can't say it enough -- we cannot consider late tenders.  We did for the PQQ, as we have for previous PQQs.  Where we have providers who, for whatever reason, failed to attach their financial details, we did give them an additional 48 hours.  We will not be doing so for the ITT, that is not our practice.  So please please make sure, before you hit the "submit" button, that everything is there that we need to then evaluate your tender and give you the best opportunity of securing the tendered provision that we have for you.

PAUL WILLIAMSON:  So we move into the final question and answer session, and clearly if you want to pick up any points around the process that Jo has outlined, but then we also have the opportunity to raise anything that has occurred to you about earlier parts of the presentation as well.  

If we could start off with just talking about the process issues?

FROM THE FLOOR:  Can you confirm that the ITT for Train to Gain was published on the 28th, because we have not seen it there.

JO MONROE:  I can confirm it was published on the 28th.  If you want to come to me afterwards, let me know who you are, I will get somebody to double-check back at the ranch to ensure nothing has gone wrong.

FROM THE FLOOR:  Two questions, if I may.  You said that one can start later, because these are three‑year contracts.  If one wanted to start in August 2009, should one make an ITT now, or wait until the second round next year?

JO MONROE:  I may need to come back to you on it.  The reason I am hesitating is because obviously as an LSC we are going through an awful lot of change in terms of the next 12 months.  As far as I understand it at the moment, it would be our intention to open up, if you like, a procurement exercise every 12 months, but I would want to just seek clarification on that and make sure that is the case, because I don't want to give you the wrong advice.

FROM THE FLOOR:  Second question, if I may: you say that you are welcoming new providers, and at a previous session I asked if small providers would be able to tender for Train to Gain.  I was told yes, but you also have a preference for a minimum of 250.  Those two statements don't seem to me to be compatible.

ANDREW HAYWARD:  I think that because of the way the provider network is set up, we are looking for providers who work with other providers in consortia to deliver across a number of areas, a number of sectors, with the 250 as a minimum.  It is not to say that if you want to put an ITT in for less than that, that it wouldn't be considered, it is just to say that is the kind of format that we would prefer.

PAUL WILLIAMSON:  I think it is clear that it was a preference, I am not sure that it would count it out completely, so maybe it would come down to again perhaps a specific sector or niche market that you are looking to get into.  As Andrew says, there is always the opportunity for providers to work together.

FROM THE FLOOR:  Just on that subject of consortia working, can I just get clarification that the guidance as regards sub‑contracting is that if you have a tender where it is basically a partnership, you have one big organisation, and the other partners, that is classified as the one level of sub‑contracting, so no further levels of sub‑contracting are allowed?  Is that right?

JO MONROE:  As I understand it, yes.

PAUL WILLIAMSON:  Yes, just one level of sub‑contracting, absolutely.

FROM THE FLOOR:  My issue is very much about the volume again, not just to do with Train to Gain, but I note that you have stated you have used the public procurement guidelines to design your tendering process, and I note that you have said that you are complying with procurement rules and regulations, and my knowledge of these things tells me that you as a public organisation should be designing your service so as to ensure that there is a diversity of delivery, both within equalities, to comply with the Race Relations (Amendment) Act and more general equality legislation.  Similarly, guidance from central government to you as a public body says that you should be looking very strongly towards enabling the third sector to be a deliverer of service.  And in your guidance to you as a public body, you are required to test and understand how you are going to design your service to ensure that you get both diversity through ethnicity, etc., and diversity so as to include the third sector.  

I ask that question in that framework because I represent a very small social enterprise based in the inner city, and your responsibilities in regeneration is ensuring that provision based within deprived areas, coming out of those deprived areas, should be nurtured, so as to give it a direct route to contribute to regeneration.  

Now, the question is: what have you done, please?

JO MONROE:  Certainly as a result of previous procurement rounds that we have run there has been a lot of dialogue at national level between some of our national colleagues and third sector representative bodies to try and help us improve the way in which our procurement process is inclusive to all of our organisations -- not just third sector organisations but any potential provider -- so there has been a lot of national dialogue about that, and certainly, some of the changes we have made to the content of our Pre‑Qualification Questionnaire and our Invitation to Tender has been influenced by that feedback and that dialogue that has happened.

I don't agree necessarily that, if you like, the procurement process that we have is inclusive or exclusive to anybody, and as we have already said, there are a number of questions within the PQQ and the ITT itself that allow a range of different organisations to demonstrate their ability and their offer against the tender specifications that we have, and as long as organisations can articulate that, our scoring framework does not work in such a way that says, well, you know, if they have no track record then they are out.  So it should allow providers or a range of providers the opportunity to respond to the questions in such a way that we can take that into account as part of the evaluation process.

FROM THE FLOOR:  I think you have missed the point.  I am not suggesting that the PQQ ‑‑ we fulfilled the PQQ, lots and lots of people fulfilled the PQQ.  The real question is that once you design the volume and the geography, you exclude those very organisations.  I am asking you: what are you doing about it?  In the past, organisations like ours and many, many others have delivered under ESF and directly to LSC or the Department of Work and Pensions.  Last year's tender, we came through, we looked at it, and realised there was no chance.  What we are saying now is not saying to you, kind of begging, what we are saying to you is: please can you justify the volumes and geography so as to demonstrate that when you designed those volumes and geography, you had taken into account by testing your locality that you are enabling diversity through ethnicity and sector.  Now what we would like to do is hear that, because if we don't believe that you have done that, we will be coming back to you formally and saying, "We don't believe you have done it", because what you are doing is excluding the small provider, who delivers a good service, from being able to deliver directly to the public sector.

PAUL WILLIAMSON:  A couple of things on there, just to add to Jo's initial response on that.  I know what has happened over the last year is the LSC at regional level and local level has engaged far more directly with the third sector, but in particular through the consortia in those areas, so that might not be every individual organisation.

One of the reasons for doing that was to encourage a greater level of collaborative working between third sector organisations, because we recognise their capacity to engage with particular groups, and in particular, those that are most excluded, whether socially or economically.

I am absolutely sure that what we have done through the ESF programme that we tendered for earlier on, and through the E2E programme, that we have actually tried to specify in there whether – and Geoff pulled some of this out in his presentation, about whether a particular ‑‑ and really small geographical areas, where there are particular needs.  So, for example, we mentioned that through the E2E programme. 

 I would share your concern that if the ITT is not enabling people to specify that they want to deliver within a particular area within that, when we put that in the ITT, I thought that we had tried to do that.  I will recognise that it is more difficult for us to address those issues through, for example, the apprenticeship programme, and the reason for that is the viability of the programme size and the size of the sector, if you like.  We reflected earlier on that in Train to Gain we will try and respond to proposals that are relatively small, and where the proposal is to address the needs of a specific small market or niche it should be open for you to do that, and it should have taken that into account.  If you still have concerns, I would be glad to discuss them further.

FROM THE FLOOR:  No, I am happy that it is going to be in the minutes of this meeting and I can quote that.  That is fine.

PAUL WILLIAMSON:  Thank you.

FROM THE FLOOR:  I am not terribly clear yet what the imperative is for an existing provider with both the work‑based learning and the Train to Gain contract to submit a tender where they are only planning probably marginal growth next year.  Is there anything that will prevent them from delivering additional numbers?

PAUL WILLIAMSON:  It is a good question.  If you are an existing provider, whether that is in Train to Gain or in apprenticeships and work‑based learning, and what you want to do is to expand delivery next year, I think some of it will come down to, for example, the geographical area that you already operate in and the sector or framework that you are already operating in.  

If, for example, it is an apprenticeship, if there were significant changes in geographical area and in framework, I would be looking very, very closely at the tender process, and I would urge you to talk to your partnership manager, partnership director.  If it is a relatively small amount of growth, in an area and a framework that you are already established in and the track record for delivery is there, I will be honest with you, we should be able to respond effectively and develop that provision with you.  Indeed, there should be more freedom for areas and partnership directors -- and I am talking here mostly about apprenticeships and work‑based learning -- to expand according to employer demand in the future.  So if it is the same area, the same sector, you have a track record in delivery, you have evidence of the demand from employers, please talk first to your partnership manager, and directly we should be able to respond to that through the existing contract.

FROM THE FLOOR:  In one of your earlier windows on the pages you highlighted 14‑16 NEETs, and yet in none of this meeting has been brought up, you seem to have excluded such ‑‑ 

PAUL WILLIAMSON:  It is just that we are not going out to tender for it for this year.

FROM THE FLOOR:  But in your opening pages you highlighted that, and that is where it starts: NEET, not in education or employment, and yet none of the delivery seems to be geared towards that at all, and yet that is the building block, it is where you start.  You cannot get jobs if you don't start with the basic employment, so why isn't this included? 

PAUL WILLIAMSON:  I absolutely accept your point, and talking specifically about 14‑16 year olds, I don't think ‑‑ please don't take, if you like, omission if I have not mentioned it as being a lack of recognition of the importance of that, but there are a couple of things.  What today has focused on is really what we are going out to tender for in the coming year, and that has really been the focus of it, to say more about that.  The second thing is in terms of 14‑16 year olds, the LSC has relatively very little money for 14‑16 year olds because our statutory duty and our funding essentially starts at 16.  We do support and we do fund some 14‑16 activity, but that tends to be stuff such as young apprenticeships, so that is an early introduction to vocational programmes.  Now the young apprenticeships programme is put out through a competitive process, but it is not through open and competitive tender.  Essentially, what we do is we ask 14‑19 partnerships, schools and colleges, to put forward a proposal on an annual basis, and then they are judged regionally.  

The reason that we do that is asking head teachers and local 14‑19 partnerships to go through something as formal as this full‑on competitive tendering process we don't really think is the right thing, so all we do is ask for proposals on a regional basis and judge them.

FROM THE FLOOR:  On previous contracts, you certainly engaged that group and now you have discontinued that, so it is obviously a political shift.

PAUL WILLIAMSON:  I am not sure I would agree with that.  If I have failed to make it clear about what we do and how we do it, then that is my fault.  I don't think politically there is any lack of commitment, quite the opposite, if you like, to 14‑16 year olds.  I will repeat the amount of funding that the LSC has had available to invest in that group has always been small because it has traditionally been the statutory duty of local authorities to address the needs of that group.  So we have very little money in the first place and work with local authorities, if you like, to try and do what we can.

FROM THE FLOOR:  I need to return to the question before last, I am sorry about this, but I am confused, because as an existing provider of Train to Gain, reading the spec′, it talked about wanting to increase the network of providers, so I sent Bravo a message to say, “Does this mean you are just looking for new providers, or should we put an ITT in?”  I was told that we should tender.  I don't want to do it unnecessarily.  We are not talking about changing geography or sectors, we are just talking about increasing.

PAUL WILLIAMSON:  Andrew, do you want to pick that up?

ANDREW HAYWARD:  I would go back to what I was saying earlier: we have a series of provider network meetings and we also have bulletins which we issue, and through those mediums we hopefully have made clear that to go forward, if you are an existing fund B provider, to be able to have a contract going forward into ′08/09 you have to achieve 50 per cent of the original contract value against the volumes. 

 What we did put out to people was: if forecasting forward for whatever reason you think that you would not achieve that criteria, then it would be sensible to put in an ITT to give you another access point to Train to Gain.

FROM THE FLOOR:  Thank you.

PAUL WILLIAMSON:  Because of the number of questions that have been raised around the position of existing providers, what I am actually going to suggest, for both apprenticeships and for the Train to Gain programme, we will try and put something out that absolutely clarifies this.  I mean, if in doubt, put a tender in, is all I can say.  I was just trying to make the point earlier on that where it is a relatively limited amount of expansion and you are a current provider and you are delivering the goods, there should not absolutely have to be a need for you to go out to tender on that, there should be a way that we can respond to that, but I will keep saying, where it is a relatively small and modest amount of growth as opposed to significant growth and movement in different geographical areas and sectors.

FROM THE FLOOR:  A couple of related questions.  In your earlier remarks you said that there was greater flexibility within the Train to Gain programme for next year.  Were you just referring really to the voluntary sector and the self‑employed, or are there other flexibilities that are coming in for next year?  

The second related point is that we have heard about changes to the actual funding rates, at the higher and lower levels.  Are those new rates going to be made available as part of this tendering process?

PAUL WILLIAMSON:  The answer to the second one is yes, I think we did cover it, it should be in the funding guidance that is published alongside this, and I think ‑‑ I am not sure, is it available?  Is it posted yet, Jo?

JO MONROE:  I will have to check.

PAUL WILLIAMSON:  If it is not, it will be, on the funding rates, and that is the same for every programme that we have talked about; if it is not published, it will be published very shortly.  

Andrew, do you want to pick up the flexibilities point, the first one?

ANDREW HAYWARD:  Yes.  I think what we are trying to refer to there is that Train to Gain is growing, obviously, and through the plan for growth there are going to be changes to the parameters at different times going forward.  We don't actually know any more dates for any further parameter changes; however, we can say that since the beginning of the year, through the plan for growth, we can now work directly with the voluntary sector and with sole traders.  From 1st August, Train to Gain will incorporate Level 3 qualifications.  Within the plan for growth there is further expansion of those criteria, but we do not know the date when that will be at the moment.

PAUL WILLIAMSON:  So a legitimate question, so a relatively small amount of new flexibility so far, but I think in policy terms the indication is that there is a recognition of the need to make the programme more flexible as we keep going through it, so if they are not announced yet, they may come in through the life of the programme and through next year.

Another question down here?

FROM THE FLOOR:  Yes.  This is possibly a yes/no answer for you.  The e‑tendering forms: are they e‑filtered and e‑evaluated? 

PAUL WILLIAMSON:  It isn't yes or no for me.

JO MONROE:  I am not sure it is for me either.  What do you mean by ′e‑filtered′?

FROM THE FLOOR:  Obviously the way they are filled in, there will be certain words in them.  Will you go through them and filter them for certain words before somebody looks at them?

JO MONROE:  No.

FROM THE FLOOR:  Not at all?

JO MONROE:  No, the scoring framework works on the basis you actually have to read the provider response. 

FROM THE FLOOR:  Thank you very much.

PAUL WILLIAMSON:  Further questions?

FROM THE FLOOR:  I have a couple of questions, one of which I asked yesterday at the south‑east event.  If you contract with me for 250 Level 2s in Northamptonshire and I deliver 100 of those in Leicestershire, is that contract still valid?

PAUL WILLIAMSON:  Can I ask, what answer did you get ‑‑

FROM THE FLOOR:  Because you are asking us to specify on the spreadsheet, Level 2s by county within region, so if I only want 250 across the whole region, do I have to do 250 or do I have to do 250 by county?  And then I'll tell you what the answer was in the south‑east.

JO MONROE:  Can't you tell us first?  I guess my response would be one of what I would call normal contract performance management, if you like, meetings that you have with your partnership manager.  At the end of the day this is a tender process, it is a legal process, so if in essence in your tender you said you were going deliver 250 in Northants and 100 in Leicestershire, that is what we will contract with you for and that is what we will then performance manage you against.  But like any contract that we have, it doesn't matter what it is, whether it has gone through tender or negotiated commissioning, there are certain circumstances where we would look then obviously to have performance management meetings with you, if you were significantly deviating from your profile, and at that point the decision may well be that there is somebody else who is delivering what you are not delivering, if that makes sense, and we need to move the money around.  So it is the normal contract performance management process that applies.  

Was that the same answer as the south‑east?

FROM THE FLOOR:  No.  If I have to submit a minimum of 250 and I submit all 250 in Northamptonshire, but when it comes to the crunch I can only deliver 150 in Northamptonshire but I have applied in Leicestershire with 100, will that count towards the contract, or will you not fund that? 

JO MONROE:  I would still go back to what I have just said.  It comes back to normal performance management meetings, in the sense that ‑‑

FROM THE FLOOR:  Well, the answer in the south‑east is they don't care.

JO MONROE:  As an LSC we have to look across our piece to make sure that obviously we are delivering the range of provision across all of our areas.  If we have the wherewithal and the flexibility to be able to allow that to happen, and not disadvantage any other contractor or learner that's at the end of that contract, then of course we would want to work with you to ensure that we were delivering the volumes regardless of where, but what we can't do is do that at the cost of learners that might be in the Northamptonshire area that need to be picked up under another contract.  But that's normal performance management for the LSC; we have to look at the collective, not just single instances.

PAUL WILLIAMSON:  I am not sure I would articulate it as "we don't care", I think what the response would be is if at the start of the year we agreed it is 250 for Northampton, but you turn up and say, "Actually, what I have is a huge amount of employer demand in Leicestershire, is it possible for me to change the agreement so we can reflect that?", I think it would be unreasonable for us to then say no to that.  I think what I would be more concerned about is if there was a clear agreement that it was for one part of a geographical area and one sector, and then as a massive surprise somewhere down the middle it was completely different, then I would be really concerned about whether or not the contract was valid.  It is an employer responsive programme, Train to Gain, so if you are coming back with additional volumes in another area, then I would be happy to negotiate it.

FROM THE FLOOR:  You have answered my question, Paul.

PAUL WILLIAMSON:  I am answering questions that haven't even been asked.

FROM THE FLOOR:  On Train to Gain Level 3, employer contribution, can that be in kind or cash or both?

ANDREW HAYWARD:  No, it is purely cash; it is monetary. 

FROM THE FLOOR:  Where you have the new employer responsive standard, the plan for growth document says you can work wherever employers wish you to, does that mean you can work in areas where you have not got a contract or do you need to submit a tender for each region?

ANDREW HAYWARD:  There is facility, shall I say, where we can work across regions, so obviously if you have a contract with the East Midlands but then you get a contract outside of that, where we can either act as the main co‑ordinator of that activity or we can work with the other region to be able to issue a separate contract.  So it's a case of really take that on a case‑by‑case basis of what it is that you are delivering and where.  There are different ways we can work on that, and we would look at the best way that would work with yourselves.

PAUL WILLIAMSON:  So basically it is not automatic, but we are open to negotiation and dialogue.

FROM THE FLOOR:  First of all, I want to give a massive thanks to the LSC for allowing a few days in between when it is going through these multiple procurements.  The couple of days makes a big difference, thank you.  

Building on that, would the LSC agree with me that it is ludicrous that a more staggered approach in the procurement process would lead to a better quality submission from organisations like ourselves, not only within the LSC but also with its common‑law significant other?  DWP are procuring and having briefing events at exactly the same time.  Would you consider mirroring the same deadlines, because unfortunately at the moment they are different.  And second of all, if there is not going to be a more staggered or more sensible approach, would you fund apprenticeships in bid writing?

PAUL WILLIAMSON:  We have tried to change it this year.  I am not sure I can agree with your statement about it being ludicrous, but I do accept it is a very valid comment.  It does make common sense, and we will seriously try to make sure that we are not creating unnecessary pressure in the system.  We have tried also, for example, to recognise that having a standard contract start date is not a particularly good way forward either, and we have said, no, there is more flexibility about that.  

I think what we would like is a lot more flexibility on when we launch the tender process for individual programmes, rather than having this massively complex and intense process once a year, so I am personally in favour of that, and I accept your comments and I will try and feed them through.

FROM THE FLOOR:  I welcome that.

PAUL WILLIAMSON:  Any further questions?

FROM THE FLOOR:  The feedback given by Stuart Hackett at a Nottingham meeting was saying that over the last tendering round the quality of the tenders was very poor.  So why haven't workshops been put on to assist people in the writing of the tenders?  In the voluntary sector a lot of them do deliver quality provision, whereas in FE and a lot of the larger organisations, they have specific teams to do the tender writing.  In the voluntary sector, a lot of people wear many hats, so I just wondered why ‑‑ you want us to contract with you, why can't we get this assistance?

PAUL WILLIAMSON:  Jo, is there anything you want to pick up?

JO MONROE:  Go on, and I will build up if I need to.  I will probably say what you are going to, but go on.

PAUL WILLIAMSON:  The quality of the proposals, to be honest, wasn't necessarily determined, amazingly enough, by the sector from which the proposals came.  So there were poor proposals from – I will be honest with you, I do not recall the conversation being we had noted that they were particularly bad in relation to the third sector.  We did note that they were bad in relation to a wide range of providers.  So a legitimate point about the workshops, I will be honest with you, I can remember us discussing this, and I honestly thought we had done it, but obviously not.

JO MONROE:  As an LSC heading up the tender process itself, we have a little bit of a conflict of interest, in the sense that we have tended to use previously third party organisations to help support any provider in terms of, you know, how you submit and the quality of your bid, and it wouldn't be right for the LSC to actually organise and manage a workshop under its own name, because it kind of contravenes, if you like, the vested interest bit.  

I certainly will raise it at national level if you want me to, although I think it already has been, in terms of particularly looking at ways in which we could get third party organisations to work with our providers to help develop their understanding of the procurement process, the system, and what makes a good tender.  I will certainly take it back, but I don't think you will see the LSC fronting any of those.

FROM THE FLOOR:  But are you going to third parties so you can deliver (inaudible).  

PAUL WILLIAMSON:  The question was: in which case, if we do this through a third party, because we can't do it directly, are we going to feed into that process what it is that we want to see from tenders?  The answer would be yes, of course, because otherwise it wouldn't make sense.

FROM THE FLOOR:  I believe that there is a peer mentoring scheme funded by the LSC to help voluntary organisations to share their skills. 

PAUL WILLIAMSON:  Thanks for that.  I think it would be helpful to see if we can get details of that and then we can circulate it around the networks, thank you.  

Are there any further questions or points from people, either about the tendering process or about any aspect of the presentations so far?

FROM THE FLOOR:  With this flexibility across regional borders for Train to Gain, because it is employer-led and demand-led, does the same thing apply across county borders for apprenticeships?

PAUL WILLIAMSON:  The answer is yes, but I would repeat that what is very difficult to do is, if you like, if we contract for a particular, let us say, sector or geographical area, if a provider then changes that and doesn't engage the LSC in that change, it's incredibly difficult for us ‑‑ and you can understand why, because we have to understand what's going on.  If, on the other hand, a provider -- and this happens -- comes back and says, "At the moment I'm delivering in Lincolnshire but I've got employers and interest in Leicestershire", or wherever, then the response to that is not an automatic ′yes′, of course it isn't; what we do is engage, have a look at the state of the budgets.  

But I will flag up again that the way that the apprenticeships and work‑based learning programme is going to develop, I believe, is going to be in one that is far more cognisant of employer demand, and if providers are going to come in with evidence of additional employer demand, I think it is going to be a lot more responsive.  It may have a relatively low scale start this year, but I think in future years, the differences between how apprenticeships and Train to Gain are managed are going to disappear to some extent; it's all going to be employer responsive provision.  I think the same principles will apply.

Okay?  I thought I had got away with it.

FROM THE FLOOR:  Thank you very much.  I wanted to leave this towards the end because I did not want it to interfere with what you were doing.  You mentioned about IAG, information, advice and guidance, and the fact that it needed to be of a high quality.  Am I right in thinking, can you confirm that we must be matrix accredited, because it appears that because they know what money is involved here, they tend to charge some extortionate rates for coming out and inspecting our systems, but there is no other method of doing it.  Am I right in thinking that?

PAUL WILLIAMSON:  This is for Train to Gain provision, is it, you are talking about?

FROM THE FLOOR:  Yes.

ANDREW HAYWARD:  Under Train to Gain, if you look at the actual requirements of funding, it does actually stipulate that providers should be matrix accredited, and obviously it is looking for that particular standard.  Up to now, what we have done is that while people are working towards that particular standard, a provider who is not matrix accredited can do the first part of the IAG, so that is essentially saying this is why you are here, this is what the course entails, etc., but for parts 2 and 3, which is during the training and once the training is complete, that would have to be conducted by an organisation accredited to that standard, that you as a provider would nominate as your sub‑contractor.

FROM THE FLOOR:  So the answer is then that we must be matrix accredited but we don't need to have any qualifications whatsoever to deliver it?

ANDREW HAYWARD:  I would guess that ‑‑ I'm assuming that if you've got the matrix standard, then you have the people available at that level to be able to deliver.

FROM THE FLOOR:  No, that's my problem, they're not asking for any qualifications, anybody can deliver it, they come out once and that's it.

PAUL WILLIAMSON:  Fine, that's as far as we can take it today, but it's a legitimate concern.  We'll make a note of it and try and pursue it, because clearly, if you are saying you have concerns about it, then we'll review it.

FROM THE FLOOR:  Thank you very much.

PAUL WILLIAMSON:  Thanks for raising the point.  Anything else, very quickly, from people?  No, you are voting with your feet.  

Thank you very much first of all for coming along, thank you very much for all of the interest that you have shown and the questions that you have raised -- some were a lot easier to answer than others.

As I have said before, if you want to get in touch with ‑‑ I am running out of time, so obviously people have decided that this has finished, so you don't want to hear anything more from me.  So thanks, everybody, and thank you for coming along.  

[Applause, and meeting concluded]
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