
 

Skills and Employment Announcements at 
2014 Party Conferences 
 
The final main party conferences before the next general election featured 
significant policy announcements on skills and employment programmes, 
particularly in respect of Apprenticeships.  This briefing paper looks at the 
commitments and offers AELP’s views on them.   
 
1. Conservatives pledge 3 million Apprenticeships in next Parliament 
In his conference address, Prime Minister David Cameron said that a re-elected 
Conservative government would aim for the creation of 3 million Apprenticeships 
during the course of the next Parliament.  This is around a million more than will be 
created under the current coalition government. 
 
At the conference fringes, the skills minister Nick Boles acknowledged that such a 
major target would present a major challenge in the context of the proposed 
changes to the programme.  He confirmed later in the week that the reforms should 
not impose any additional burdens on smaller businesses with a hint that mandatory 
cash contributions from employers might be taken off the table.  This reflects the 
discussions AELP has had with ministers and BIS where we have presented 
significant evidence from research papers and employers directly supporting this 
position.  AELP welcomes this opportunity to review the funding proposals.  We 
support employer contributions but have always recommended that this does not 
have to be mandatory cash contributions.   
 
In response to the party leaders’ speeches, AELP has welcomed the recognition of 
the contribution that Apprenticeships can make to young people’s prospects and 
their value to the economy as a whole.  Both the Conservative and Labour leaders 
included the increase in Apprenticeships in their speeches and tried to outbid each 
other in driving the programme forward.  It is great to see the drive to expand the 
programme but we have cautioned against the chasing of substantial volume targets 
if it puts at risk the quality of the programme.  Recently, providers have been 
achieving consistently high Ofsted grades while employer and learner satisfaction 
ratings for the programme are excellent.   Apprenticeships are going from strength 
to strength and this growth will require a substantial increase in the investment in 
the programme.   
 
On the issue of encouraging more employers to offer Apprenticeships, AELP believes 
that the move away from mandatory cash contributions removes one of the major 
threats to the engagement of business but we also have concerns about the other 
funding proposals.  Based on substantial evidence from employers, we continue to 
argue that businesses should be given a choice on whether they should be directly 
funded by government or whether the funding should be managed through their 
chosen training provider.   Either way the employer will make the purchasing 
decisions.  They already hold the decision making power in deciding whether to 
employ an apprentice, who to employ, which training programme they take and 
when they are competent.   The important point under our proposal is that the key 
decision will rest with the employer and we should not create barriers to entry by 
restricting the routing of funding. 
 
A large expansion of Apprenticeships will require a similarly increased investment by 
the government and employers.  It will also need a simplification of the system for 
funding and controlling the system to allow employers the flexibility to deliver 
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programmes that meet their needs.  Nick Boles has been quoted as saying that growth in the 
programme could not be achieved with existing providers, but we believe the current providers 
could respond positively to the growth agenda if the contract system was more responsive and 
flexible.   
 
2. Finding jobs for young people 
The Conservatives plan to fund the Apprenticeship programme’s expansion through cuts in benefits.   
Unemployed 18 to 21-year olds would be given six months to find work or training.  Thereafter their 
jobseeker's allowance (JSA) payments would be withdrawn unless they agreed to take part in 
‘community projects’.  In AELP’s view, getting those young people the right job with training must be 
the objective, so taking part in community projects must be part of a clear plan to get them the work 
they need.  Training providers involved in welfare to work programmes should be involved in 
developing these proposals so that the range of programmes developed by several government 
departments is integrated into a responsive and effective support system. 
 
For the DWP, Iain Duncan Smith announced in Birmingham that Jobcentre Plus coaches would work 
as careers advisors with young people in schools across the country, from as early as 15, targeting 
those most at risk of becoming NEET.  These services should be delivered in conjunction with 
delivery partners who have experience of the specialist support that young people need.  JCP are too 
often focused on getting people off benefits and into work.  Supporting these young people will 
need a more sophisticated and flexible approach.  JCP should work closely with the experts in this 
field.   
 
 AELP is becoming increasingly concerned that the provision of publicly funded careers guidance in 
schools is too fragmented across a range of different initiatives while the schools’ own sponsoring 
department (DfE) is not making any direct investment itself.  The Education Committee in the House 
of Commons is undertaking another inquiry on the matter and we hope that it will bring together 
DfE, BIS and DWP to address the need for a more integrated and effective approach.  Training 
providers have an important role to play because they work with schools and employers and can 
make this important link. 
 
3. Improving the English and maths of apprentices 
In our discussion with the skills minister he has been clear that he sees that Functional Skills have an 
important part to play in the need to raise standards of English and maths.  He accepts that 
repeating GCSEs is not an option for either young people who have failed in schools or older people 
that need to return to learning.    AELP believes that this is sensible approach.  The GCSE is not 
suitable for all learners and is difficult to apply to the workplace.  This has now been recognised by 
BIS and DfE and they will continue to be a valid qualification within Study Programmes, Traineeships 
and Apprenticeships.  We look forward to discussing how we ensure that Functional Skills remain an 
effective alternative to GCSEs.  . 
 
4. Labour’s plans for Apprenticeships 
Labour leader Ed Miliband said at his party’s conference that a ‘radically expanded’ Apprenticeship 
programme would be part of a 6-point plan for government.   He added that as many young people 
should do an apprenticeship as go to university.  Previously at Manchester, the shadow business 
secretary Chuka Umunna had talked of quadrupling the number of apprenticeship opportunities 
available.  A Labour press briefing before the leader’s speech set out some ways of increasing 
Apprenticeship volumes including mandating employers with public sector contracts to hire 
apprentices and for the public sector itself to employ more.  The briefing also referred to giving 
employers more control over how government spends training funding and focusing provision on 
new entrants to the labour market.  In his speech, the shadow education secretary Tristram Hunt 
promised ‘proper apprenticeships’ lasting two years. 
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While we support this drive to increase the numbers choosing an Apprenticeship, we believe that 
can be driven by driving the demand by employers and young people rather than using legislation 
and setting up quotas.  We should also recognise that there are other valued routes to a successful 
career in addition to university and an Apprenticeship, such as self-employment and Traineeships.   
On the 2-year duration proposal, AELP believes that these type of Apprenticeships should not be at 
the exclusion of the entry programmes that meet the aspirations of many young people and their 
employers.  Some young people may need to take a shorter Apprenticeship in an entry role before 
progressing to the next level Apprenticeship.  We have to allow the flexibility of 12 month 
programmes rather than fixing the duration.  
 
It would be the wrong approach to inflict legislative mandates on employers to help meet targets. 
Labour has proposed that winning government contracts should be tied to offering Apprenticeships.  
This might prompt companies to train more staff, but it is not something that should be used as a 
quota.  Driving growth from legislation simply causes too great a risk of Apprenticeships being 
created for the wrong reasons.  However we do support Ed Miliband’s proposal that there should be 
a major increase in the number of Apprenticeships in local and national government, government 
agencies and the NHS. 
 
AELP understands that both Labour and the Conservatives want to focus on creating more 
opportunities for young people, and this can only be done by retaining  an all-age, all-level and all-
sector Apprenticeship programme.  This will ensure that older people who want to retrain in a new 
career have the opportunity to do so.  The latest official data for 2013-141

 

 shows that the proportion 
of young people on apprenticeships is on the increase, but a significant proportion are still adults – 
32% – showing that they offer a real benefit to older people as well.  

5. Labour’s employment strategy for young people 
The shadow work and pensions secretary Rachel Reeves has promised a Compulsory Jobs 
Guarantee, “so no one is left on unemployment benefit for years on end”, although no details were 
offered in Manchester on how this would work.  Of particular interest given what AELP has 
previously advocated, Labour would introduce a Basic Skills test to ‘intervene early to tackle skills 
gaps’ and avoid long term unemployment.  Rachel Reeves confirmed again both the replacement of 
the Work Programme with power for welfare-to-work devolved to local councils and the 
introduction of the Youth Allowance. 
 
We support the focus on early intervention for those who are unemployed and not waiting until 
people have been unemployed long term.  This is particularly true for young people.  Creating jobs is 
often not a sustainable solution for those needing work, so it is important that we start to support 
young people very early in the process of trying to get a job.   
 
There are a range of programmes available to young people through Jobcentre Plus, Skills Funding 
Agency, Education Funding Agency and ESF providers at a local level.  This is confusing, so we have 
to ensure that referral processes from Jobcentre Plus and other agencies are improved, more 
transparent and reflect the support the young people need.  Training providers, which can provide a 
wide range of support from English and maths, Traineeships through to Apprenticeships, should be 
the ones that support young people through to a job.  The SFA should prioritise this funding for all 19 
to 24 year olds who are unemployed and we should focus on the mainstream programmes such 
Traineeships, Troubled Families and Apprenticeships rather than create yet more initiatives and 
confuse the young people these programmes are there to support. 
 
6. Implications of Scottish devolution for England 
After the Scottish referendum, all political parties will go into the general election reviewing the 
benefits of devolving responsibilities for skills and employability programmes to local authorities and 
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local enterprise partnerships (LEPs) in England.   There are also calls for sector bodies to have a say 
on how the Apprenticeship budget is allocated.  Finding a solution that satisfies all of these interests 
will not be easy, but core employability schemes such as Traineeships, the Work Programme and 
Apprenticeships must all be part of a coherent national strategy.    
 
Looking for a solution may also take resources away from delivery and may not deliver what the 
customer wants.  For employment and skills, this could be particularly true where there are already 
a multitude of programmes across government departments, delivered in different geographical 
packages (ESF local, DWP regional, EFA local and national and SFA national) and with a complex and 
varied supply chain.  It is now very important that providers and particularly independent training 
providers develop a strong voice in this debate.  For AELP members, it is not about national or 
regional but an integrated approach that focuses on the impact of delivery. 
 
7. Liberal Democrat proposals for Apprenticeships 
Resisting perhaps the temptation to follow the Conservatives and Labour in talking up programme 
volumes, the Business Secretary Vince Cable told the Liberal Democrat conference that he wanted 
‘to breathe life’ back into Apprenticeships by improving their quality and employability.   Dr Cable 
also promised a big expansion in degree level Higher Apprenticeships to ‘end the false apartheid 
between academic and vocational learning’. 
 
His headline proposal was the creation of a single national minimum wage for 16 to 17-year-olds in 
work and first year apprentices.  This would involve their wages rising from £2.73 to £3.79 an hour 
on current rates.  AELP is currently developing its own response to the Low Pay Commission (LPC) 
and many apprentice training providers believe that that there is some justification for a significant 
increase in the apprentice rate.  But the apprentice rate should not be increased to the point where 
it adversely affects employer recruitment.  There is also a case that adult apprentices over the age of 
24 should not be on an apprentice rate at all, i.e. they should at least be on the national minimum 
wage.   We will be considering carefully the full implications of Dr Cable’s announcement before 
making our LPC submission.    
 
    
 

 
 

 
 
 

06 October 2014 | Enquiries: enquiries@aelp.org.uk  Web: www.aelp.org.uk  
Twitter:  @AELPUK | LinkedIn: AELP | 
              

mailto:enquiries@aelp.org.uk�
http://www.aelp.org.uk/�
https://twitter.com/aelpuk�
http://www.linkedin.com/groups?gid=4250493&trk=hb_side_g�

