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Gentoo is building the foundations of a strong employee skills base – thanks to its commitment to people development and the signing of the Skills Pledge.
Gentoo is a Sunderland based people and property business that provides housing management services to around 30,000 homes and employs over 1750 staff across the City. The variety of services on offer is diverse – from tackling anti-social behaviour to carrying out repairs and maintenance. 
With a huge commitment to people development, Gentoo is working in partnership with the trade unions across all sites that are responsible for the workplace learning project, ‘Look Forward’. The main aim of the project is to encourage workers to get back into learning and increase access to skills development opportunities – for both personal and professional benefit. 
Gentoo has also recently made a public commitment to staff development by making the Skills Pledge.  This pledge is driven in the region by the Learning and Skills Council (LSC) North East and it aims to encourage businesses and organisations to commit to staff training and development. 
Gentoo is joining a growing number of employers committing to their staff. Since its launch, over 350 employers in the region have made the public commitment to people development by signing the Pledge. 
Lisette Nicholson, Head of People Development at Gentoo  said:  “We have a large number of employees at different skill levels and committing to the Skills Pledge will focus Gentoo in getting the best from each individual.  We strive to get all employees to at least Level 1 in literacy and numeracy.
“We are one of a number of North East employers appreciating the true value of new skills and hopefully more employers will see the impact learning has made on our business and will adopt a similar approach.”

Gentoo enrolled 30 members of trade staff, customer services staff and support colleagues on numeracy Level 1 courses and a further 40 colleagues from the same parts of the business onto literacy Level 1 courses. A number have now progressed onto Level 2 in both literacy and numeracy learning opportunities. The Group has also recently been awarded the Investors in People (IiP) Gold Award for its commitment to people development in recognition for the work they do with staff to develop skills.

Barry Curran, from the Union Unite, is the project co-ordinator, for the Union-led ‘Look Forward Project’ based at Gentoo and is a Union Learning Representative (ULR). His position is funded via the LSC Learning for All Fund and he works with Gentoo to bring all colleagues up to a standard of learning. He said:

“Gentoo have adopted a great philosophy to people development and by making the Pledge they are making their commitment public. They are already reaping the benefits of the learning opportunities undertaken and have been awarded the IiP Gold Award. They have seen morale and confidence increase, which will ultimately impact on output and quality, whilst individuals gain qualifications and confidence to continue in learning.” 
Employers that make the Skills Pledge have access to a Skills Broker through the Train to Gain service to help them identify their training requirements and come up with an individual action plan tailored to their needs. The North East is currently one of the top performing regions in the country when it comes to learners achieving through Train to Gain. Since Train to Gain was launched just over two and a half years ago, the service has engaged with more than 10,000 employers in the region and helped more than 60,000 learners achieve a range of qualifications to help them improve their prospects at work and their chances in life.

The TUC in the region have supported the LSC’s agenda to see more employers make the Skills Pledge. Nationally, they have supported almost 250 organisations in making the Pledge.

Barney McGill, unionlearn Regional Manager, said: 

“Encouraging and engaging adults to get back into learning can often be a challenge. Getting employers to realise the benefits that learning can bring not only to individuals but also to the business is a huge step. The Skills Pledge is an excellent means of securing both employee and employer buy-in as it proves the reciprocal value of investing in the business via its main asset – the employees.” 

Dorothy Smith, interim Regional Director, LSC North East added:

“There is a clear link between skills training and improving a business’s chance of survival in an increasingly competitive marketplace. The Skills Pledge goes to the heart and soul of a business or organisation. It represents an undertaking to commit to a culture of staff development, starting with those who have the lowest level of skills and qualifications and we want employers to know that the Skills Pledge makes a lasting impression on their business and the bottom line. There is no doubt that the Skills Pledge is gathering momentum here in the North East but we must never become complacent. We want more and more employers to come forward and make the Skills Pledge. There are huge advantages for employer, employee and for the region in raising skills levels.”

For more information on how to make the Skills Pledge visit www.businesslink.gov.uk/northeast or call 0845 600 9 006
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Photo caption:
Left to right: Mike Routledge (Unite), Barry Curran and Lisette Nicholson, both of Gentoo.
Editor’s notes:

The LSC exists to make England better skilled and more competitive.  We are responsible for planning and funding high-quality vocational education and training for everyone. We have a single goal: to improve the skills of England’s young people and adults to world-class standards. Our vision is that by 2010, young people and adults in England have the knowledge and skills matching the best in the world and are part of a truly competitive workforce. Established in 2001, we work nationally, regionally and locally from a network of offices across the country.
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Laura Tiplady, Regional Press Officer, 0191 492 6431, email laura.tiplady@lsc.gov.uk 
Gentoo Group

Gentoo is a Sunderland based people and property business that aims to provide holistic solutions for a range of customers.  United by one common dream, the Group aim to improve the art of living beyond imagination.  

The divisions of the Gentoo Group are:

· Gentoo Living – the social investment, independence and enterprise division

· Gentoo Homes – the innovative new homes brand

· Gentoo Construction – the design and build business

· Gentoo Ventures – the property management and development company

· Gentoo Sunderland – the Housing Association in Sunderland

· Gentoo Green – set up to oversee improvements in environmental performance 

Ambitious growth plans are seeing the Group working in 27 local authority areas on small scale consultancy through to larger maintenance and construction work.  Its social investment arm has received national recognition for a range of work-based learning initiatives and its RSL’s focus on customer service means over 4,000 customers are now actively involved.

A tough economic climate sees Gentoo challenging existing norms and applying innovation and creativity to ensure it has a positive effect on the way people and communities live, develop and improve.
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