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Introduction  
The Association of Employment and Learning Providers (AELP) represents the 
interests of a range of organisations delivering vocational learning and employment 
and employability support. The majority of our 800+ member organisations are 
independent providers (from both the private and third sectors) holding contracts 
with the Skills Funding Agency (SFA) for Apprenticeship and non- Apprenticeship 
(adult skills budget) provision, with many also delivering programmes for the 
Department for Education (Education Funding Agency) and Department of Work 
and Pensions (DWP). Whilst AELP has England as its primary remit, many of our 
members are involved in the delivery of employment and skills programmes in the 
devolved nations and work with employers who operate throughout the United 
Kingdom. In addition to these we have a number of colleges in membership, as well 
as non-delivery organisations such as awarding organisations as Associate 
Members, which means that AELP offers a well rounded and comprehensive 
perspective and insight on matters relating to its remit. 
 

Enquiries relating to this response should in the first instance be directed to: 
 
 

Paul Warner  
Director of Policy and Strategy  

M: 0790 491 3479   
E:  pwarner@aelp.org.uk  
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Summary 

AELP are clear that the primary purpose of the ABR process is to review College provision 
within the local FE landscape.  The ABR process is to be welcomed as an important 
analysis of the delivery requirements - however it is vital when determining the future 
requirements for specifically the FE College sector that all other providers and potential 
providers are considered.  In particular the ABR should not attempt to distort a provider 
market that already has a range of high quality options available.  Instead effort should be 
focussed on creating a favourable environment for good providers to flourish.  Experience 
from the past suggests that forced solutions often fail and are not sustainable.

Our key points are: 

i. Given 76% of all Apprenticeships are delivered by independent providers, it is
absolutely key that the views of and impact upon providers out of the direct scope
of ABRs is constantly kept in the forefront of the minds of those undertaking them.
This is particularly pertinent where an area has a sizeable proportion of delivery
from a national (out of area) provider. (Paras 9-11)

ii. All applications for Transition Grants (which should only be used for costs such as
consultancy to allow overall ABR solutions to come to fruition) and Restructuring
Facilities must be publicised, with a clear description of who applied for them and
the purposes for which the funding was to be used. Such funds should not be used
to set up joint Apprenticeship companies in direct competition with existing good
providers which would appear to breach State Aid regulations. (Para 15)

Other observations 

iii. The area-based review (ABR) process has been somewhat patchy to date with very
different rates of progress being made in sometimes adjacent areas.

iv. There should be a review of the communications strategy in place to ensure that
the purpose of the ABRs is clearly understood.

v. The department should be careful to ensure that ABRs are conducted with the
primary aim of financial stability of colleges.

vi. Given that the ABRs are looking for long-term solutions it is concerning that each
area does not necessarily have the correct set of effective tools to undertake the
task due to (for example) differing states of LEP readiness or local authority
resourcing.



4 

The area review process so far and the impact of 
recommendations from local steering groups 

1. The area-based review (ABR) process has been somewhat patchy to date with very
different rates of progress being made in sometimes adjacent areas. This is also
the case regarding the transparency of meetings and deliberations, with some
areas reported by members as being open and inclusive, whilst others appear to be
almost secretive in their considerations. A number have commented on the
frustration of trying to keep up with progress because of a lack of information
coming out of some areas – with timetables often slipping, it can be difficult to know
whether nothing has happened, or it has, but it either has not been communicated
or has just been missed.

2. The impact of the reviews will be very difficult to judge in the short-term as the
overall objective is for the long-term financial sustainability of the sector. Whilst this
aim is understood by those involved in the process, we are still asked by members
and others whether (for example) we have any particular knowledge as to what the
target number of reductions in College provision will be as a result of the ABRs, or
how many mergers are anticipated. This demonstrates that there is a wider problem
with understanding the purpose of the reviews – that they are not about primarily
driving down numbers of Colleges, but of examining what would be the correct
options to provide an efficient and sustainable FE architecture in any particular
area, with no preconceptions as to what actions should be taken to achieve this or
what the resulting short, medium and long term consequences should be. Unless
everyone is clear about the premise on which such recommendations are being
made, it is almost inevitable that whatever results will be painted merely as
predetermined cost-saving exercises, potentially compromising the positive effects
they may be designed to have on an area. There should be a review of the
communications strategy in place to ensure that the purpose of the ABRs is clearly
understood.

3. Whatever the ultimate impact of the ABRs, there is certainly a growing feeling that
the opportunity costs of undertaking the ABR process are rapidly mounting up, and
that current delivery is being negatively impacted on by a concentration on it.
Whether there will be an adequate return to compensate for this opportunity cost is
very difficult to tell at this stage, but those driving the process must keep to the fore
that simplicity, efficiency and transparency in their decision-making are all key if
they are to bring the local area “onside” to their recommendations. It is clear to us
that this is by no means happening in all areas.
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The role of area reviews in mergers between institutions 
 

4. As noted in the previous answer, the policy objective of ABRs is to put the FE 
sector on a firmer financial footing. However, widespread perceptions remain that 
there are specific targets for College closures and/or mergers. This has been 
denied at meetings but in our view this needs to be communicated more widely to 
avoid undermining the impact and understanding of recommendations that result. 
Closures or mergers will inevitably impact upon communities and the wider training 
infrastructure outside of scope of ABR (e.g. subcontractors) and should not be 
entered into lightly. If there are no targets then this must be better communicated to 
ensure there is no unnecessary anxiety in the sector in what is already a time of 
major change. 

 

The potential of area reviews to deliver savings and their likely 
impact on the financial sustainability of the further education 

sector 
 

5. ABRs that are undertaken in good faith have the potential to secure efficiency 
savings across the sector. However we do receive reports of some that are subject 
to local political feuding or personality clashes and in these cases it is possible that 
the primary aim of financial stability may fall relative in importance to the potential 
post-ABR positioning of the institutions in question. The department must be very 
careful to ensure that all ABRs are kept on track in this respect. 

 

The role of Regional Schools Commissioners, local authorities 
and local enterprise partnerships in area reviews 

 
6. The devolution policy is of course intended to allow local circumstances to dictate 

the path that any local area should take, but this inevitably makes for a very 
fractured landscape, a patchwork of motivations, and inherent difficulties in 
adjudging whether therefore the right decisions have been made, because similar 
areas may have such different leading players. 

7. In many ABRs it is not immediately clear who holds the “balance of power”. The fact 
that (for example) a LEP in one area is providing detailed input and influence to a 
process does not necessarily equate to it happening in any other given ABR. On 
the other hand the absence of effective LEP input may not be because the area 
concerned does not require it, but because the LEP is unable to provide it. ABRs 
were set up at a time when some of the LEPs were not (for whatever reason) in the 
best position to input. Given that the ABRs are looking for long-term solutions it is 
therefore concerning that each area does not necessarily have the correct set of 
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effective tools to undertake the task – though it is difficult to judge exactly what 
these effective tools should actually comprise. 

8. One example may be that though local authorities are necessarily and rightly
deeply involved in ABRs all over the country, they are generally complaining of a
shortage of money and/or resource. As a result we are receiving reports that the
ability or willingness of a local authority to be involved in the changes necessary to
the FE structure in an area may not be being driven by considerations of need or
local College financial stability, but by considering the resources available to action
any particular recommendation. ABRs should be a long-term solution and it is
imperative that the recommendations made are not influenced by short-term
resourcing factors.

9. Similarly, it is often not easy for those outside the ABR process to judge the
positioning of the various players in any given area because these vary so widely.
This is a particular problem to national providers who are balancing the outcomes of
several different ABR processes, and it drives up the costs (both financial and in
terms of time) of the process, which in turn impacts on opportunity costs (see earlier
answer). This may mean that comparisons of ABR impacts across different areas
may be very difficult to make as they may not be being made on a like-for-like basis
– one area may have been driven by the local authority because the LEP was not in
a position to assume a leading role, whilst another may have a very strong LEP and
a high-profile College that drove through recommendations at the expense of a
local authority. In other areas still, a College that has been very active in
subcontracting may be being looked to as leading a process, when actually the
delivery is being undertaken by a range of local independent providers who have
effectively had no voice. Given that AELP research has confirmed that 76% of all
Apprenticeships are in fact delivered by independent providers, it is absolutely key
that the views of and impact upon providers out of scope is constantly kept in the
forefront of the minds of those undertaking ABRs.

The relationship between area reviews and post-16 other 
education providers in the local region such as University 

Technical Colleges and school sixth-forms 

10. Our members report that the contribution of the independent sector to individual
ABRs has ranged from being fully consulted in their own right, to being virtually
ignored – sometimes on the basis that as a local College heavily subcontracts to
them, so the College is deemed to speak on their behalf. This is a fundamental
mistake to make because devolution of the Adult Education Budget (AEB) will mean
that in future these very providers will have the opportunity to bid for funding of their
own that may previously have been more or less limited to the FE College. Not all
areas are going with the first wave of this but it is important that it is borne in mind



7 

 

as being likely to take place in future. Not to do so risks mistaken assumptions 
being made about the size and shape of local provision some years ahead. 

11. The role of national providers is also subject to some debate – it is unclear how or 
even if national providers will be able to access local AEB budgets, or how local 
areas will take account of national providers operating in their areas despite not 
having a local base. Again, because of the phasing of the ABRs and of the 
devolution agenda more generally, there is a risk that these factors may not be 
properly taken into account for future planning. 

12. It is absolutely clear in all cases that plans for post-16 education in any area must 
take into account all factors as to the needs of the local economy and how skills 
needs will be met in line with industrial and occupational needs – for example the 
extensive range of high quality provision from local and national colleges and 
training providers that might be overlooked in a simple analysis of the data, the 
possibility of opening or closing school sixth forms; or the establishment (or not) of 
University Technical Colleges. 

 

  

The extent to which area reviews and subsequent mergers take 
into account apprenticeship provision in the local area 

 
13. As previously mentioned, 76% of Apprenticeship provision is delivered by 

independent providers, a figure that in the past has not been recognised but is now 
widely accepted.. The Education Funding Agency (EFA) have generally had less of 
a sightline to subcontractors than the Skills Funding Agency (SFA), as was 
evidenced when cutbacks in direct contracting  in 2013/14 that resulted in the loss 
of much local delivery that the EFA had not realised existed purely due to 
subcontracts. Whilst this situation has improved and EFA are now taking more 
active interest in the landscape of their delivery, it should not be assumed that the 
EFA, SFA nor local authorities have a complete picture of what provision is being 
delivered, whereabouts, or by whom. Making assumptions on the basis of partial 
and incomplete information about the provider landscape could lead to costly or 
inappropriate solutions being implemented. 

14. We are aware that several areas have made recommendations relating to 
“strengthening Apprenticeship delivery” which may be eligible for financial support 
through either Transition Funding or Restructuring Facilities. In some cases there 
are reports that ABRs are recommending the creation of what are effectively joint 
venture Apprenticeship companies. Whilst nobody should fear competition within 
the FE sector, which can drive both efficiency and quality when implemented 
correctly, it should be of great concern if public money is used to support the 
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creation of such enterprises giving an unfair competitive bias against existing 
providers. New Apprenticeship companies created by Colleges may be one part of 
an ABR solution, but the costs of setting them up and running them should be 
directly borne by the organisations involved if it is the right approach . It must also 
be clear that creating such companies does not cut across existing high-quality 
partnership or delivery arrangements that work well. The purpose of an ABR should 
be to put FE on a sound financial footing – not to fund it to actively compete against 
existing good quality providers. To do so would in our view risk a clash with State 
Aid regulations – we have recently raised this issue with both the Treasury and the 
DFE. 

15. We would therefore expect all applications for Transition Grants (which should only
be used for costs such as consultancy to allow overall ABR solutions to come to
fruition) and Restructuring Facilities to be publicised, with a clear description of who
applied for them and the purposes for which the funding was to be used. AELP will
be monitoring this very closely.

September 2016 
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