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Introduction

On the 28" November 2001, SEEDA and the South and Eastern TUC (SERTUC)
held a joint conference to discuss how the social partners in the region can work
together in building a World Class Workforce in the South East.

SEEDA’s Regional Economic Strategy identifies the creation of a World Class
Workforce as one of its main aims for the economic prosperity for the South East.
Within this chapter of the RES there are a number of strategic priorities, namely:

e Open up a new regional partnership between employers and trade unions
and other workforce representatives (the social partners) on the future of
the region;

e Promote innovation, job enrichment and growth through a culture of
participation and inclusiveness;

e Ensure that the workforce is fully part of the Learning Region; and
e Establish intelligent early warning systems to anticipate change.

In addressing these objectives, SEEDA and SERTUC have jointly established a
forum for social dialogue as the first step in this process.

This forum, the Workforce Development Group (WDG) has brought together
senior employers and trade union officials to exchange ideas about best practice
and how to promote it in the region. The WDG meets to discuss matters of joint
economic interest in respect of the region’s workforce and disseminate good
practice on ways of enhancing employee participation and inclusiveness.

The purpose of the conference was to encourage a wider debate on workforce
development issues within the South East. The region’s future prosperity relies
on its workforce and the conference provided a unique opportunity to explore and
develop themes such as economic sustainability, competitiveness with other
European Union regions, learning and skills initiatives, diversity and partnership.

Minster of Sate for the Regions and Employment Relation Alan Johnson was the
keynote speaker. TUC General Secretary John Monks, SEEDA Chairman Allan
Willett and Richie Furlong, Personnel Director of Birds Eye Walls also addressed
the conference. SEEDA Board member Barry Camfield, who is the Assistant
General Secretary of the Transport and General Workers Union, as well as the
chair of the Workforce Development Group, chaired the conference.

Following the plenary session there was a question and answer session with all
of the main speakers.



In the afternoon, delegates to the conference took part in discussion groups on
how we can achieve a world-class workforce and secure the future of the South
East as a World Class region. There were three discussion groups, which looked
at what we can learn from Europe, what is the key to regional economic success,
and what can we do about learning and skills shortages.

The audience of approximately 130 people included trade unionists and
employers from both the public and private sector, representatives from the
Learning and Skills Councils, SEEDA and Government departments.

This report summarises the main points from the discussion groups as well as
the contributions from the plenary speakers.



Economic Comparisons Discussion Group

What are the key ingredients for a sustainable and successful regional
economy?

Bill Greenaway, Regional Director of ACAS, chaired the Economic Success
group. Richard Lynch, National Officer, Unifi and David Seall, Regional Director,
EEF South were the panellist speakers.

The group was asked to define what are the key ingredients for a sustainable
and successful regional economy? They looked at the issues surrounding
transport, infrastructure, competitiveness, skills shortages and working in
partnerships, with the following points being made.

Transport

The South East has location advantages, e.g. proximity to Europe, ports, etc, but
suffers from bad traffic congestion and a poor rail service. Many parts of the
region (e.g. Hastings) do not have good transport links and, for example, there is
no cross-region motorway. This means that many relatively low-paid workers
have to spend a significant element of their income on private transport to get to
work.

The UK has the most expensive public transport system in Europe due to lack of
subsidy and government investment. More is now being invested but the
solution may be greater regional control, which would allow improved integration
between different modes of transport.

Alternative ways of working may be another solution.

There are also issues surrounding employment conditions within the transport
sector. It is becoming increasingly difficult to attract workers into jobs such as
lorry driving due to low pay rates, lack of employer commitment to training and
practices/attitudes, which may discriminate against women.

Infrastructure

Affordable housing is a concern along with difficulties presented by the planning
system. Planning decisions are made from a local rather than a global
perspective and delays in such decisions can cause business to be lost from the
region.

Increasing emphasis needs to be placed on the region’s virtual infrastructure, i.e.
IT networks.



Competitiveness/productivity

There is a need to break through the “dependency culture” which prevents the
workforce from feeling able to contribute to making their businesses more
competitive/ productive. More investment is required in training the workforce to
do this and the business benefits of a diverse workforce need to be fully
appreciated.

There are lessons to be learned from the role of manufacturing in the US
economy where the manufacturing sector has been built through making new
products rather than just continuing to make the same products with fewer
people. A greater investment in Research and Development is needed in the
UK.

The short-termism culture in business can get in the way of long-term
competitiveness/productivity. In the UK, we need to learn to work smarter rather
than just doing the same thing with fewer workers.

Skills shortages

There is still a barrier between skills providers and their customers. Providers
need to become more flexible in how they offer their products to meet customers’
needs. Also the perception of vocational training as “second class” needs to be
addressed.

Partnership working

The majority of employers in the region have not yet taken on board partnership
as seen, for example, at Birds Eye Walls’. Trade union views are still being
ignored by many businesses.

What could SEEDA do?

e Whilst SEEDA does not have a direct role to play in
transport/infrastructure in the region, it can act as a powerful advocate to
government in putting forward views of trade unions, business support
organisations and other regional players.

e SEEDA has started to raise the profile of manufacturing and related
service sectors within the region and needs to continue to do this.

e SEEDA can support learning projects such as those initiated by the trade
unions and support small businesses in encouraging training.

e Can SEEDA become a champion for constructive employee relations in
the workplace including equalities issues?



European Comparisons Discussion Group
What can we in the South East learn from European Union regions?

Geoff Glover, HR Manager of Ford Southampton, chaired this discussion group.
The panellists were Clir Ken Bodfish OBE, SEEDA Board member and Eddie
McDermott, Regional Secretary, TGWU.

The group was asked to look at the European social model, to see what other EU
countries do better than the SE, and how can we improve our situation. The
following points were made in discussion.

The aim of SEEDA’s Regional Economic Strategy is for the South East to
become a World Class Region, hoping to become one of the top 10 regions in
Europe. Currently the South East stands at number 22.

Within the UK, the South East’s economy out-performs most other regions. But
how does it compare economically with other European regions?

A recent European survey placed the UK 6 out of 18 European countries in terms
of our cost of living, yet 17 out of 18 in terms of wages. The UK is seen as the
poor country of a social Europe — we work the longest hours, our productivity
levels are lower, and we do not have the same employment rights as our EU
partners.

We look to Europe because of its legislative employment policies in collective
bargaining, family friendly policies etc. There is a social element built in to the
working environment in Europe, a social model that complements working life.

However there is a misconception that Europe is the panacea to our problems in
the UK. We can be self-deprecating in UK, although we have high standards on
training, learning, partnership, and flexibility. Particular reference was made to
the UK's high standards in the service sector.

Strengths that we can learn from European policy

The European social model

Investment in welfare state

A higher level of taxation to fund public sector
Greater free movement of workers

Improved infrastructure

Better family friendly policies

Work/life balance



Problems that we face in the UK

Lack of investment in infrastructure

Lack of research & development, especially in manufacturing

Severe lack of skills shortages

Underplayed role of public sector

Need more flexibility with working practices, improved family friendly
policies.

Social dialogue in the region

Social dialogue should be developed at national, regional and sub regional levels
and central government has a part to play in this in terms of setting the agenda
and leading by example.

What could SEEDA do?

e Challenge government policy on public investment

e Improve infrastructure in the region by being a powerful advocate to
government

e Address the skills deficit in the SE

e Encourage companies to provide family friendly policies

e Carry out research to look at best practices in Europe e.g. on pay,
infrastructure, transport

e Promote Social Dialogue between employers and trade unions in the
region



Learning and Skills Discussion Group

What can the social partners do to address the most acute skill shortages
in the South East?

John Parsonage, Director of SEEDA’s learning & Skills, chaired this discussion
group. The panelists were Denise Bruss, HR Manager, HSBC and Barry
Francis, Learning and Skills Co-ordinator, SERTUC.

This group was asked to think about the skills shortages dilemma facing the
South East. And which developments in learning and skills should SEEDA lead
on? The following observations were made.

There must be better links between schools, colleges and industry. A key
component is in providing better careers advice and better preparation of school
leavers for the world of work. There should also be a more positive promotion of
vocational training for relevant group of school leavers.

There should be a greater acceptance and understanding by industry of NVQs
and other levels of qualifications, as there seemed to be a lack of knowledge in
what training opportunities are available to the workforce.

On a regional level, there should be better relationships developed between
learning and skills councils and local industry.

Three main areas of concern are: the vocational route, skills training and
engaging employers. In the time limited time available, the group discussed how
to engage employers in the issues of training and skills development. The
following points were then made:
e Small and medium employers have financial disincentive to train
employees and then enable them to develop in the organization because
of cost

e Small employers have to be shown that here is a benefit to them in
training staff. What is in it for the business owners?

e Employers don’t know how to engage with the training process
e Providers must be more responsive to needs of industry

e Free banking for new businesses undertaking a training course. The
result is that hose businesses come back for further training.

e There should be better communication on all sides



What could SEEDA do?
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Better advice and guidance is required for employers, mapping their
needs and helping them through the maze of provisions.

Persuade small business groups to work together, adopting the idea of a
group-training adviser funded by Government funds to identify and
arrange for their training needs to be met.

Public sector workplace learning group. Partnership between unions and
employers is a model that might be followed elsewhere.

Press for all Government funded contractors should contain a compulsory
training clause.

Encourage open learning within companies — internet/intranet — that could
be introduced in small companies.

Groups/providers working together to support small business sector.

Encourage large companies, such as HSBC and Ford, into offering spare
training capacity to local small employers.



Alan Johnson MP, Minister of State for Employment Relations and Regions

Alan Johnson said he was very pleased to address the conference and to see
that SEEDA and SERTUC have set up a Social Dialogue Forum to promote good
practice and exchange ideas to help build a world class workforce, by creating
opportunities for people and business.

It was essential that Government, trade unions, RDAs and employers work
together to build a world-class workforce. The regional agenda is of great
importance to the Government, and the key to regional success is economic
prosperity. Government has given a real vote of confidence to the RDAs and
their capacity to deliver, by the increasing their resources with the Single
Regeneration Budget.

The primary responsibility for the RDAs has been transferred to the DTI, to
establish a virtuous circle in which factors such as training and education,
regeneration and infrastructure both create an environment in which business
can grow and flourish, and in turn is nurtured by the prosperity it brings.

Mr Johnson spoke of the achievements of Government with regards to the
Employment Relations Act, and set out the aims of their second term, which will
include manifesto commitments to: helping parents balance work and family life;
increasing maternity pay; extending maternity leave; and introducing paid
paternity and adoptive leave.

He also spoke of the Government’s commitments to:

e Fostering partnership in the workplace and increasing the Partnership at
Work Fund to instill better partnership in the workplace;

e Value diversity and acknowledge the positive benefits that differences can
bring to the workplace;

e Help companies and their workforces anticipate, understand and respond
to changes in markets and technology

e Encourage increased investment in R&D and greater development of
skills;

e Establish a skills strategy which strengthens links between learning and
jobs;

e Improve vocational learning and promote lifelong learning for all;

e Improve levels of adult literacy and numeric skills;

Introduce the EU Employment Framework and Information & Consultation

Directives

In conclusion, Mr Johnson said that business needs to make long-term
investments in skills if the UK is to achieve a highly skilled, high value added
economy. Government needs to work with RDAs, trade unions, employers and
others in a spirit of partnership to build high-performance workplaces.
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Allan Willett CMG DL, Chairman, SEEDA

Allan Willett was delighted that SEEDA was holding this event with SERTUC and
with the impressive cast of speakers from government, the TUC and business.
He believed it was a result of the uniqueness of this venture. It was a first for
SEEDA, getting business and employer representatives together at a regional
level and he believed very strongly that there was a clear role for regional
discussions.

The push to open up new regional partnerships, such as this, lay at the heart of
SEEDA'’s policy on workforce development. This event was about tackling those
key challenges and agreeing on the way ahead. He set out the challenges for
the South East

For 2001 the South East’'s GDP was estimated at more than Scotland, Wales
and Northern Ireland combined. The SE will continue to have the fastest growing
regional economy, in effect, an economic juggernaut.

However, the SE also had some of the most serious problems in the UK in terms
of numbers of the unemployed, people on income support, basic literacy skills
and numeric, and acute skills shortages.

SEEDA needs all the pieces of the jigsaw in place if it is to retain and grow its
competitiveness advantage. It cannot tackle issues in isolation for instance when
addressing skill needs — training is not enough. Affordable housing and an
effective transport system — road, rail, bus, must all be in place.

In the Regional Economic Strategy, SEEDA highlighted these issues, which they
cannot tackle alone. SEEDA's strength lies in its ability to involve a range of
players to help it put those pieces in place.

The SE cannot afford to be complacent. The region’s economy must continue to
grow. However, skill and labour shortages, along with an increased level of
redundancies lie ahead. SEEDA'’s evidence has shown that where employers
and employees work together, there can be outstanding results.

The SE must continue to develop and create realistic opportunities for companies
who may be tempted to relocate elsewhere. If this happens the whole nation will
suffer in the areas of enterprise, innovation and development know-how, which
international companies bring with them.

The simple message is that the UK must invest in success and invest in its
people to guarantee the success of our region.
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John Monks, General Secretary, TUC

John Monks said the TUC had been an advocate of regional development
agencies for many years and a consistent supporter of them since their
introduction. RDAs were uniquely placed to work with local and regional
employers and trade unions to improve competitiveness, productivity, and help
develop new jobs for the future.

Alan Willett and the staff at SEEDA, as well as the SEEDA Board, were
congratulated for the far sightedness and support they had demonstrated in the
establishment of the Workforce Development Group and its programme of work.

SEEDA'’s invitation to senior trade unionists and key employers in the region to
address issues of mutual concern was a unique opportunity. It was the first
initiative of its kind amongst the other Regional Development Agencies in the UK
and the TUC would look closely at how it progresses.

If we had learned anything from the most successful regions of the European
Union, it was that partnership involving all levels of government, employers and
trade unions, was the foundation on which economic prosperity and security is
built.

The TUC was convinced that workplace partnership produced positive results for
companies and their employees. The evidence was there to see and there was
no doubt that a combination of recognised unions and progressive personnel
practices produced the most effective model of employee relations.

The TUC had been a consistent advocate and supporter of life long learning, to
further the improvement of skills and the commitment of employees and
employers to the life long learning agenda.

The South East was a region which had enjoyed a high level of prosperity by UK
standards. However, there were also parts of the region, and people, who had
not experienced that prosperity. Mr Monks acknowledged that SEEDA was
working hard to change that.

Government, SEEDA, business and trade unions who worked together can
achieve economic sustainability and improve regional competitiveness.

He was convinced that the process of achieving these goals is underpinned by
the kind of social dialogue represented by this event today and the work of the
SEEDA Workforce Development Group.

He congratulated SEEDA on its work to date and wished every success for the
future.
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Workforce Development Group

Following discussions between SEEDA and SERTUC on how to deliver the
Regional Economic Strategy on the World Class Workforce, funding was
provided to establish a joint forum, the Workforce Development Group. The aim
of the group is to develop SEEDA’s strategic priorities set out in the introduction.

Senior managers and trade union officers were invited to be members of the
Group. They were selected from the various sectors which make up the regional
economy. The WDG discusses matters of joint economic interest in respect of
the region’s workforce and disseminate good practice on ways of enhancing
employee participation and inclusiveness.

Barry Camfield, SEEDA Board member and Assistant General Secretary of the
Transport and General Workers Union, is the chair of the Workforce
Development Group.

Members of the Workforce Development Group are:

Richard Ascough, Legal Officer, GMB

Denise Bruss, Human Resources Director, HSBC

Barry Camfield, Board Member, SEEDA

Geoff Glover, Human Resources Manager, Ford

Lee Glover, Employee Relations Director, St Regis Paper Company

Bill Greenaway, Director, ACAS, London Eastern & Southern England
Richard Lynch, National Negotiating Officer, UNIFI

Roger Maskell Regional Secretary, Amalgamated Engineering & Electrical
Union

Eddie McDermott, Regional Secretary, Transport & General Workers’
Union

Helen Mead, Head of Personnel Services, SEEDA.

Danny Millgate, Branch Secretary, Graphical Paper & Media Union

Mark O’Connell, Human Resources Director, Skandia Group

John Parsonage, Director of Learning & Skills, SEEDA

David Seall, Chief Executive, Engineering Employers’ Association, South
Cathy Wilcher, Human Resources Director, BAA Gatwick

Phil Wood, Regional Secretary, UNISON

VVVVVVYVY V VVVVVVYYVYY

The work of the WDG is supported by:

» Ron Edwards, project leader, WDG
» Jane Galloway, project worker, SERTUC, seconded to SEEDA
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