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	issue:  

	The Board is asked to approve the approach and programme of skills and training activity under the Rural Development Programme for England (RDPE).  The EEDA programme proposes a direct investment through RDPE of £4.5m for 2008-11. 

	key points summary:

	· This proposal is for a major regionally co-ordinated investment programme in skills and training activity for the agri-food sector as part of the delivery of the Rural Development Programme for England (RDPE) in the East of England. The programme is being developed jointly by the RDPE and skills teams in EEDA. 
· The project is to improve skills levels and drive the uptake of training within the land based sector which has a particularly low level of take up for skills development to support the successful development of the industry in the region.
· The RES clearly shows that improving skills levels and training has major impacts on business productivity and earnings.  For example, increasing the proportion of workers trained in a particular industry by 5% can be associated with a 4% increase in value added and a 1.6% increase in wages. This project aligns objectives with all four priorities for skills within the RES in that it looks to develop progression pathways, focus on higher level skills, develop skills for business performance and create a culture of learning and development within the sector.
· Corporate Plan objectives 1 and 5 are particularly pertinent to this project as they identify EEDA activity to catalyse demand-led skills provision across the region and to support the land based sector to grow and to improve their efficient use of resources.  The focussed range of activities (co-ordination action, introduction to training through vocational skills and development of higher level skills) proposed in this skills project will help deliver these objectives for the region.

· EEDA, on behalf of the RDAs in its national lead, is currently working with BERR and Defra to ensure that RDPE is compliant with the BSSP programme. BERR and Defra have recognised that alignment of axis 1 and 3 with BSSP products is not a simple task, and have given a steer that RDAs should continue to deliver RDPE as usual whilst we agree a more coherent longer term alignment. 

· The RDPE national programme plan for England 2007-13, approved by the EU in December 2007, outlines the need to prioritise activity and investment around secondary objectives of skills, enterprise and knowledge transfer. This is based on evidence developed from the mid-term evaluation of the 2000-2006 ERDP programme, and the Learning, Skills and Knowledge Review carried out by Defra in 2003, as well as evidence from other national regional strategies.  All of these highlight the importance of training and advice in establishing a competitive sector, the low level of skills attainment in the agriculture and forestry sectors compared to the rest of the economy, and significant barriers to the uptake of mainstream training and advice packages. 

· Based on the mid term evaluation evidence (as well as broader  evidence of skills as one of 5 drivers  in increasing productivity and competitiveness), the national programme has allocated over £120m (around 25%) of socio-economic funding within the programme period to measures specifically supporting skills and training.  National targets against this investment are for RDPE to deliver over 300,000 training days to participants by 2013, and therefore the region is required to contribute to the delivery of this target. The RDPE Regional Implementation Plan (RIP), approved by the Board in September 2007, has allocated around £9m directly to measures specifically supporting skills and knowledge transfer and this project will contribute around 15,000 training days for £4.5m investment in this initial three year period.  
· The project proposes a split in delivery funding of 75% for higher level skills and 25% for vocational skills.  The focus on higher level skills is borne out by the evidence base for the East of England Sector Skills Agreement produced by LANTRA (2007) which shows that whilst businesses in the sector did not expect to see an increase in the demand for basic and intermediate skills, they did identify an increase of 22% in the demand for ‘advanced skills’ and nearly 50% for ‘higher level skills’ over the next 3 years.  This is proposed to be the focus of this programme.

· Consultation with the industry (2006 RIP development process, 2007 livestock sector and 2008 food and farming industry group and LANTRA 2008) has, however, also identified that for many smaller businesses in the sector a vocationally relevant and easy access route is needed to engage them initially.  The programme thus includes the proposed use of 25% of the delivery funding to support vocationally relevant short courses with wide appeal across the sector.  Businesses recruited into this part of the programme would in addition to the focused provision they access, be facilitated to progress onto mainstream courses and the more advanced provision under the higher level skills package where appropriate.
· Therefore the project package that EEDA proposes to deliver is as follows:  

1. Regional co-ordination of the programme (£200k)

2. Investment in vocational skills (£1.1M)

3.    Investment in higher level skills (£3.2m)

	recommendation:

	· The Board is asked to agree the concept of the proposed £4.5m (RDPE) programme of skills and training activity for a 3 year period to be delivered to the agri-food sector. Subject to Board Agreement, this programme will be tendered through separate OJEU procurement actions. 


	Necessary background:

	1. RDPE programme

· Under the RDPE, EEDA will be managing the delivery of around £65 million between now and 2013. EEDA has worked with other key delivery partners of the programme (Natural England and Forestry Commission) to develop a Regional Implementation Plan (RIP) for the programme http://www.eeda.org.uk/files/RDPEEoERIPSept07__FINAL_.pdf which is closely linked to the Regional Economic Strategy (RES) and Regional Rural Delivery Framework. The regional RDPE priorities are:

· Business Efficiency

· New Markets and Products

· New Businesses and Enterprises

· Resource Protection

· Conservation of the Natural Built and Historic Environment
· Access and Recreation
· Rural Community Capacity
· Those highlighted in bold are those which fit with the RES and the targeting of programme funds under EEDA’s management, whilst the others fit more closely with Natural England and Forestry Commission’s priorities, our regional partners in this programme. 
· EEDA’s intention is to align the programme as far as possible with EEDA priorities and processes, but as the programme is governed by EU and national UK rules and has prescriptive parameters around the support provided, it is managed by EEDA but governed outwith the Single Pot. We have therefore been mindful in developing this programme to strive for complimentarity and alignment where possible by: 

· Ensuring that the current use of  mainstream and other EU skills funding (e.g. ESF) is maximised to meet rural and land-based business skills/training requirements wherever possible

· Appropriate investment in improving the recognition and future take-up of mainstream skills opportunities by land-based and other rural businesses

· Investing RDPE funds in the actual provision of evidenced specialist skills requirements for the land-based sector where mainstream funding does not support these needs

· Focusing on fewer, larger strategic interventions which are managed collectively to ensure synergies with other public sector investment, efficiency in delivery and regional impact. 

· The programme proposed is developed to cover the 3 years from 2008-11, rather than the full programme period at this stage. This initial 3 year period is the maximum allowed under EU rule for the skills measures within the RDPE programme.  
· Whilst the RDPE and skills teams in EEDA would like to see the focus on skills continue in the second half of the RDPE programme, they will undertake an evaluation of the success of this first 3 year programme in 2011 to ensure that proposals for the second period build upon lessons learnt both in the delivery of the RDPE provision and in the development of mainstream provision for the sector.
· At a potential input of £9m over the programme period, this skills project has the potential to deliver around 30,000 training days, 10% of the of the national target. 
· The investment will be allocated to training providers to provide subsidised appropriate training and skills support to eligible businesses. RDPE funding can fund up to 70% of eligible training costs, so private sector businesses will contribute a minimum of 30% of the training costs.  Potential delivery bodies will be challenged to identify where additional match funding could be identified to allow greater leverage to be achieved.

· The delay in RDPE programme approval at EU level has already left an 18 month gap in skills support provision which is of huge concern to the industry.  Approval at this stage is necessary to ensure that sufficient time is allowed to follow the OJEU and tendering process and to still ensure that specialist and supporting skills training initiatives are established in time to meet the peak agri-food training season of December 08 to March 09, thus ensuring that another delivery year is not missed.

2. Use of mainstream funds
A key focus of the proposed RDPE programme is to work actively to increase the use of mainstream and other EU project funding within the agri-food sector.  In developing this proposal for RDPE two main areas of potential synergy were identified and have been addressed as follows:
· The ESF project which is currently being developed by EEDA will include a focus on supporting the skill needs of larger food processing and supply chain businesses building on the success of Towards 2010 in this sector.  The RDPE team have therefore worked closely with the EEDA skills team to ensure that this RDPE programme will not cover these businesses. The only support for food sector related skills in the RDPE project will be the initial skills required by diversifying farmers entering the food sector who will not be covered by ESF interventions.  Once they are established food businesses they would be migrated to the main ESF programme or LSC provision for further support.
· Work with the LSC and regional Train to Gain team has identified two main areas where their core provision can help to meet the needs of the agri-food sector, these are:

- Formal full qualifications covered by LSC funding, and thus the RDPE programme will not support this type of provision.  All providers working on this RDPE programme will, however, be required to encourage progression to full qualifications funded by the LSC.
- The potential for generic management skills to be supported via LSC Train to Gain funding is currently being developed into a sector specific initiative by the LSC and a number of rural training providers to increase the take-up of Train to Gain within the sector.  
This has been discussed with the LSC in the region and EEDA has worked over the last 6 months to develop a longer term relationship between rural training providers, the LSC and EESCP.

3. Skills and Knowledge Transfer Key Project Activity
Based on the evidence above the key areas required by the industry which need to be covered by RDPE funding include:

A. CO-ORDINATION (£200k RDPE)
Given the scale of the investment programme proposed and the number of stakeholders, beneficiary groups and potential providers a co-ordination project is proposed to ensure that the subsidiary projects are complimentary and promote an effective programme of engagement with businesses across the sector.  The co-ordination function will be charged with:

· Co-ordinating the delivery projects in terms of provision, marketing and relations with stakeholders;

· Running a steering group of stakeholders to ensure business focus and sector buy in;

· Making strategic links to mainstream provision to ensure that as many participants as possible progress to other skills or business support services;

· Ensuring the projects run under this plan are adapted as necessary if mainstream funding methodologies change over the next 3 years;

· Working with EESCP, Natural England, the Environment Agency, Forestry Commission, Business Link East, East of England International, English Heritage  and Government Office to ensure that this programme is integrated with other specific public sector interventions targeted on the sector (in a similar way to which the Farming Focus/ Green Futures programme has worked in the West Midlands);

· Work to create synergies with other skills projects in complimentary areas which agri-food businesses maybe able to benefit from e.g. Agricultural Engineering Association and Skills for Energy;

· Compiling reports on progress and outputs from the individual projects, and reviewing data to help determine how the programme should be developed;

· Ensuring all beneficiary details are captured on the Business Link East portal.

B.  VOCATIONAL SKILLS (£1.1m RDPE)

· The vocational skills proposals cover three main areas of activity which have been identified by consultation with the industry.  These needs are around key areas including:
· Vocational skills for farming with a focus on basic managerial and technical skills acquisition to improve efficiency, reduce costs and develop new enterprises.
· Vocational skills for food diversification with a focus on helping diversifying farmers entering the food sector to acquire skills in market orientation, sales, quality assurance and hygiene.
· Rural craft skills with a particular focus on craft skills for new rural businesses and heritage building skills (e.g. timber framing, thatching, stone and brickwork restoration etc.). 
· These introductory programmes on vocational skills will potentially allow access to the investment package for those who are less senior in their roles, or from smaller businesses which find it difficult to release staff for full qualifications or those looking to diversify and develop new enterprises, and are therefore likely to attract a broader range of businesses.  

· A key performance target for these projects will be to give participants the confidence and skills to progress to access either mainstream skills provision (e.g. LSC funded) or the more technical suite of knowledge transfer projects below.  This will be facilitated by developing a personalised training plan for each participant.

The rationale for this area of activity includes:
· The sector has a poor record in accessing LSC funded provision due to its funding focus on full qualifications (LANTRA SSA 2007, Training Group Review 2007, PACEC study 2007).  In contrast where short vocational courses have been provided a large number of additional businesses have been engaged (Climbing the Ladder report 2003).  

· In the agricultural sector there are many reports to show that those who embrace new skills on technical subjects and cost efficiency make a significant impact on their businesses.  In particular work by English Food and Farming Partnerships (2006 to date), the Food Chain Centre at IGD and Defra’s own statistics all demonstrate wide variation in productivity between businesses in the sector, and show how a focus on vocational skills can help address the problem areas.
· Research by ADAS for Defra (2007) shows that the market for regional food has grown by 25% in 3 years and this is encouraging a new generation of farming businesses to add value by moving into food processing.  This is consistent with work conducted in the region (2006) by Rural Partnerships on Food with Provenance.  This focus within the programme is thus seeking to support those starting out on this adding value journey before they are ready to participate in food sector specific courses.

· Work by the Commission for Rural Communities (2004), English Rural Crafts, ‘Today and Tomorrow’, first highlighted a serious issue in relation to training for the craft sector.  More recent work by English Heritage and CITB has also highlighted the need to support rural craft skills with a particular focus on traditional building techniques.  This links closely to the agricultural sector with farmers looking at this sector as an area for farm diversification.  The LANTRA SSA in 2007 has highlighted similar issues and recommends that more needs to be done to ensure that the supply of skills in this area meets the needs of business.
C.  HIGHER LEVEL SKILLS (£3.2m RDPE)
· The second major set of projects is focused on the acquisition of higher level skills.  These projects will be focused on equipping the owners and managers in the sector with the technical and managerial knowledge to make their businesses world class in both competitiveness and sustainability terms. 
· Innovation and the maximisation of outcomes will be central to the tendering process, with EEDA looking for delivery agents who can demonstrate a commitment to deliver a  programme which:

· Develops collaborative knowledge networks (locally and regionally as appropriate) in which the businesses are active participants in defining the agenda and finding solutions as opposed to simply being passive participants;

· Builds links to regional R&D providers to increase the long term transfer of knowledge to commercial businesses;

· Uses expertise from outside the region and UK to identify best practice which can be transferred to the region’s businesses (e.g. by running study tours or by inviting leading researchers, advisors or businesses to visit the region to open up new possibilities for regional businesses);

· Helps participants progress by sustaining their commitment to learning, and by making links to other business support, skills and R&D programmes which meet their needs

 Key features of this component of the programme include:

· Technical and managerial training for the Livestock and Crop sectors to address the skills and knowledge transfer needs of the:

· pig, poultry and ruminant sectors primarily in relation to competitiveness (market development , cost control); nutrient management and animal health and welfare

· arable cropping, food and ornamental crop horticulture sectors primarily in relation to sustainability, market development and cost control.

·  Entrepreneurship and Leadership Support for:

·  New Entrants to support training for those entering the sector in an ownership or managerial position in technical (e.g. tenancy law, contract farming agreements, single farm payment, stewardship, farm assurance etc.) and managerial skills needed to develop and manage farm and related businesses.

· Industry Leadership  to support partial bursaries to encourage (on a competitive basis) future industry leaders to upgrade their qualifications through studying post graduate qualifications, Worshipful Company of Farmers management course or Institute of Leadership and Management (or other similar provision), with the intention of creating a group of leaders with enhanced skills.

· Water resources management to develop local learning groups focused on water efficiency for irrigation and the development of collaborative water management and investment plans.
· International Trade to support the development of skills for export within the agri-food sector.
· The key areas of focus in all the higher skills projects will include business competitiveness, resource efficiency, developing new markets, sustainability and managerial skills.  These projects will be operated primarily on a sector or themed basis to allow the latest technical and managerial subjects to be explored to a level of detail which will excite and engage the most progressive businesses and managers in the region.  Where appropriate, the co-ordination project will work with each project team to ensure that joint training sessions, briefings and participation in events is facilitated across the suite of projects.

· The courses will be designed to appeal to the leading businesses in the sector who have the greatest potential to increase regional GVA.  This is consistent with research which shows an emerging group of businesses which are growing rapidly (Defra statistics, Regional Food and Farming Industry Group 2008) to account for an ever larger share of regional agricultural output.  Some commentators expect 5% of the region’s farm businesses to account for over 80% of output within 6 years.  
The rationale for the specific focus on the key areas identified includes:

· Nationally the industry (NFU and CLA) has worked with Defra to define where support is needed.  This work identified particular needs in the livestock sector (confirmed regionally by a series of meetings with farmers in summer 2007), which include competitiveness, the need to manage livestock manures and to focus on animal health and welfare.  Nationally a portion of the RDPE programme has been ring fenced for the livestock sector (£7m in the East of England) to address these concerns.  The livestock sector represents 40% of the region’s farm businesses (Defra Agriculture in the UK).

· The region is best known, however, as a major area for crop production, which whilst it only accounts for 60% of all the farms employs 75% of the farming workforce and a similar % of its gross output.  Recent increases in crop prices have, however, also been accompanied by large increases in costs and thus require a focus on business efficiency.  The sector is a major user of fuel and fertiliser and thus has major sustainability challenges to address.  EEDA sponsored work by the CLA (Clio project 2006 and CALM calculator 2007) have shown how farmers can start to address their carbon footprint but this now needs rolling out across the region.

· Mainstream courses provided by the LSC do not cover the depth of technical and managerial knowledge needed to address these challenges.  The businesses involved in the crops and livestock sector also find it hard to release staff for full qualifications and this RDPE provision is thus designed to fill the gap created.

· In 2002 the national Sustainable Food and Farming Strategy identified a shortage of new managers as a serious constraint on the growth of the industry.  This conclusion was supported by both the regional Food and Drink Industry Strategy (2005) and LANTRA SSA (2007).  As noted above the SSA also highlights a rapidly increasing demand for higher level and advanced skills, but identifies that the sector has been poor in taking up post graduate training.  The programme thus proposes to help to address this by supporting activity both to encourage new managers to enter the sector and to encourage the sector to send more young managers on generic post graduate courses to expose them to mainstream provision in these areas.
· As England’s driest region the East of England faces significant challenges with water resources as flagged up by the RES, SDRT and RSS.  Pilot work in the sector with the NFU, Environment Agency, UK Irrigation Association and Cranfield (2006-08) has demonstrated clearly the need for enhanced skills in water management for farmers, as well as better working relationships with regulators and the development of shared water infrastructure.  
· This work culminated in a report in January 2008 commissioned by EEDA which highlighted key areas of activity to ensure the water needs of agriculture and the food sector which depends upon it are met.  This focus will ensure that in meeting the water needs of a growing region within the context of climate change that the skills to support the efficient use of water are supported.  Given the highly technical nature of the skill needs it is not supported by mainstream skills funding.
· The need to develop more international trade within the agri-food sector was highlighted in the PACEC report 2007.  Work since late 2006 with EEI, Food from Britain, HGCA and the International Agriculture Centre has shown that through EEI working closely with sector specific bodies many new exporters have been identified and new markets opened up.  

· A focus on trade is consistent with the RES goal for an open and outward looking economy.  Within this theme the focus will be on the export of high value low carbon exports via the exploitation of Intellectual Property Rights, genetic materials (livestock and crops), the development of Joint Ventures and where appropriate the export of niche food and drink products.  It will not focus on the export of commodity products with their much larger carbon footprints. 
· In summary, a co-ordinated skills programme that delivers against national and regional RDPE targets for skills development in the agri-food sector.  It is evidenced from Sector Skills Council and industry body work as well as EEDA research and intends to deliver appropriate, demand led training that will help the sector develop and contribute further to regional GVA.
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