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PtP is currently running a series of workshops for LSP practitioners on the ten most adopted indicators in all the Local Area Agreements in the south east. The first two Top Ten workshops have been held: on Affordable Housing (National Indicator 155), on 2nd July, and Adult Level 2 Skills (National Indicator 163) on 15th July 2008.

The aim of the workshops is to strengthen LSPs’ abilities to understand each indicator in the context of the region, and the National Indicator Set. One potential outcome is more collaborative working: for example, LSPs whose LAAs have the same top national indicator targets could work together and negotiate with bodies including GOSE on a collective, rather than an individual basis.

The Top Ten national indicators, as agreed between top-tier authorities and government in the south east, have the potential to tell a very interesting regional ‘story of place’ since they reflect the profile – social, geographical and economic – of the region as a whole. 
AFFORDABLE HOUSING – National Indicator 155 
(workshop held on 2nd July 2008)
The government is requiring the South East to play a major part in helping to meet the housing delivery targets set out in the 2007 Housing Green Paper, Homes for the future. Currently the region has a considerable backlog of unmet demand – even though recent data shows that affordable housing completions in the region account for just over 20% of all new homes. The 7,100 new affordable homes delivered in 2006 falls well short of the 10,115 minimum identified by the South East Regional Assembly (SEERA) in their December 2007 report. SEERA also identified a funding gap of nearly £400m of additional investment over the next three years to meet the need for affordable housing in the South East. 
Impact Of Credit Crunch 

The so called ‘credit crunch’ has had an enormous impact on the delivery of all housing. The tightening of credit availability following the sub-prime mortgage fiasco in the USA is beginning to have a real impact on developments here in the UK. Small and medium scale developments in Hatfield, Hertfordshire, Dumfries and Chester have all been postponed. 

Mixed development projects, which incorporate plans for affordable housing, are dependent upon residential sales for success. However, projections for the number of housing starts and completions are both significantly lower for 2008 (147,000 and 100,000) than actual figures for 2007 (201,000 and 170,000). Tightening of the credit availability for mortgages, as banks exercise considerably more caution when lending, has had a serious impact on the number of house sales – figures from HM Revenue and Customs show that house sales in June 2008 fell 45% compared with June of 2007.

In times of economic prosperity, when residential sales are booming, mixed developments that incorporate affordable housing through Section 106 agreements should work well (although clearly there is still an undersupply of affordable housing, so the system has not been perfect): the local planning authority can often push through affordable housing on the back of financially successful development schemes. However, as we head deeper into an economic downturn, private developers and commercial construction companies will face an uphill struggle to turn in a profit.

To make sure that affordable housing continues to remain a priority, new approaches are called for.

New approaches: practitioner suggestions
During the workshop participants put forward a number of ideas for action which central and local government, and social landlords could or should be taking until the housing and construction market re-stabilises.

A general perception among practitioners is that there is an excessive dependence in local authorities and the social housing sector on Section 106 agreements to deliver affordable housing.  Alternatives are available.
Central and local government should pursue more diversified approaches to delivering new affordable homes partly through developing new models, and partly through resuscitating old ones.

· Support new building by Local Authorities or Arms Length Management Organisations (ALMOs), who at present often lack institutional memory or capital funding.

· Implement private renting schemes to support landlords in making market properties available to those on Council housing waiting lists. For example, empty properties could be added to local authority housing choice websites, so council tenants could have a wider choice when they are trying to be housed or re-housed. This would help private landlords to recover lost income and also local authorities struggling to cope with local housing need as their stocks continue to dwindle.

· Through mandatory licensing, good private landlords with a strong reputation could be encouraged to expand their portfolio of properties. Local government could provide support for such landlords in taking ownership of more properties and thereby increase the supply of good quality housing.

· Implement purchase and repair schemes. This would help to offset some of the pressure on building new housing by bringing old stock, either local authority or private, up to acceptable standards to rent out to new tenants. 

Look at ways the local public agencies might help homeowners facing unmanageable mortgage repayments to prevent them losing their homes.

· “Mortgage rescue” schemes are already being offered in several areas, including Hampshire, to prevent households having to default on their mortgages.  By purchasing some or all of the freehold a local authority or Registered Social Landlord (RSL) can help people keep their homes and simultaneously invest in creating new social housing.  While some authorities are already offering these, they are often small in scale and used reactively rather than promoted strategically.

Given that a major feature of the market is that it is “cash-starved” there are opportunities for any public agencies that are in a position to use their own cash to drive housing delivery

· Local Authorities could consider more prudential borrowing. New power to undertake prudential borrowing came into effect following the Local Government Act 2003 and allows councils to borrow without the consent of central government, as long as they remain within their own affordable borrowing limits. A number of authorities across the country are exercising the power to plough new funding into capital spending.

· Seek more funding from central government – Caroline Flint has already announced £200m to buy up homes in new-builds that are not selling – but this will not be sufficient to keep development moving at the necessary pace to meet housing targets. 

Developer cash-flow woes – viewed through a different lens - represent an opportunity 

· Buy up empty properties or part-built sites from developers and convert them to affordable housing in partnership with an Registered Social Landlord (RSL) – although not all sites will be in the right location for affordable housing.  Whilst the Government has taken up the idea of buying up part-built or completed schemes in practice there can be serious problems around dwelling types, and not meeting Housing Corporation standards (e.g. on room dimensions and accessibility).

· Review whether the Transfer Incentive Scheme (TIS encourages tenants to move to properties that are the right size for them – i.e. it doesn’t make sense for one person to live in a three-bedroom house) could be expanded to private rented markets and possible new builds.

· Offer to purchase developers’ empty sites especially where prices have dropped.

With Councils in need of land for new housing developments, implementing more intelligent and efficient asset acquisitions from other public agencies would be extremely timely
· At present, transferring assets from one public agency – such as the NHS, or MoD – to a local Council is very time consuming particularly because of protracted legal discussions. Red-tape reduction from government to streamline the acquisition process would speed up redevelopment of public sites quicker and increase the likelihood of take-up.

Increasing public agencies’ intelligence on the wider housing market will enable faster reactions to changing market conditions and better targeting of action.
· Councils can tap into market intelligence by, for example, including estate agents and developers on local housing or strategic partnerships.

SKILLS  – National Indicator 163

(workshop held on 15th July 2008)
The skills agenda has gained shape and momentum over the past few years.  Skills levels are important not only to individuals’ own chances in the labour market, but also to the competitiveness of business and the UK economy in a globalised market.

The Leitch Review of Skills has been a key driver for these changes. It made a number of recommendations to government, of which two in particular have formed the basis of subsequent skills and learning strategies: firstly, that is should develop a demand-led approach to skills provision – i.e. letting the demands of businesses shape the provision of skills support by the State; and secondly, that it should provide individuals with economically valuable and portable skills to improve labour market flexibility for both employers and employees. In addition, the Review set ambitious targets for the government – that public interventions should lead to a doubling of attainment at most levels and lead to 90% of adults being qualified to at least National Vocational Qualification (NVQ) Level 2 by 2020. 

The initiatives that have been developed to achieve these aims – the expansion of Train to Gain, the Skills Pledge, and an increased range of apprenticeships in particular – were the main subject for discussion at the workshop.
Partnerships and National Indicator 163
Participants discussed in some depth the opportunities and challenges faced in the delivery of NI 163:
· Several participants questioned the achievability of the targets which had been set given the lack of additional funding, and the potentially conflicting priorities of agencies involved. 
· Others had noticed that the LSC and Job Centre Plus are starting to understand the partnership agenda much better and are helping Councils to achieve targets. 
· Partnerships face a formidable challenge to integrate a range of partners or delivery agents implicated in their plans. Therefore, engaging partners systematically is just as important as writing detailed action plans. 
· Findings from the City Strategy Pathfinder Evaluation suggest that flexibility for local joint working is crucial to success. Flexibility from central government departments and regional agencies would allow for greater discretion in the how partnerships work, thereby promoting more effective and locally-adapted interventions. 
Key challenges: suggestions from practitioners

Developing a demand-led system was considered the right idea but in practice it has some seemingly fundamental shortcomings.

· Practitioners expressed doubt around the viability of the employers’ skills pledge although the idea of encouraging employers to commit to training was supported, there is no enforcement mechanism in place to check that employers are actually fulfilling their pledge.

· Larger firms like to run their own in-house training which they can control – this does not necessarily produce workers with transferable skills.

· Train to Gain was described as overly complex, as employers did not fully understand that the offer is only free for particular individuals, usually those with very low or no skills and not for those who already possess level 2 skills, even if those level 2 skills are not those that are needed.

· Firms don’t need to be able to recruit locally, they can recruit from a wider geographical area or even relocate.

Train to Gain doesn’t provide for all Level 2 skill needs and its expansion has thrown up unanticipated challenges. 

· Train to Gain does not, currently, have enough flexibility to help FE colleges and training providers develop courses and qualifications to meet all business needs. One participant gave the example of local demand for training in waste handling, baggage handing and warehouse skills not being met through a lack of available providers,

Hard to reach (or hard to engage) groups.

· Hard to reach groups, or as some participants preferred, hard to engage – often Not in Education Employment or Training (NEET) and often with a complex set of issues – tend to be the object of multiple interventions by different agencies. These different service providers don’t necessarily share information about individual clients with each other that could help provide a more effective set of interventions and more tailored support.  Their complex set of issues often make them difficult to engage in the first instance, and resource-intensive to support once engaged. One approach to getting around such practical difficulties is to introduce a ‘one stop skills shop’ which houses skills and training providers in once place which would make it easier for trainees to find the training they need and easier for providers to link up around individuals.

The new training contracts developed by the Department of Work and Pensions (DWP) have created a factory system that provides for a narrow category of need.

· These new contracts put a great emphasis on cost efficiency, which means those delivering them – including private sector providers – have tended to scale-up interventions. Firstly, they often show a preference for working with large employers to the exclusion of SMEs. Secondly, they tend to favour delivering a single course to a large number of clients as opposed to more tailored training courses. This change has gone hand-in-hand with the loss of more flexible funding streams, such as those from the EU. This means that many approaches to engaging those in need of training and skills – often produced by Community Development organisations or workers – will be lost or forced to change.  All in all then, a general shift to more large-scale delivery of training was seen to forfeit local knowledge and more tailored approaches that have supported groups with more specific and complex needs.


Tight deadlines and adult education can make uncomfortable bedfellows.

· The Local Area Agreements will last for 3 years. A number of practitioners claimed that engaging people needing basic skills and then ensuring they gain these can be a lengthy process stretching over several years. The emphasis on 3 year outcomes risks not recognising the value of this work, and putting local service deliverers off longer engagement with clients.  

Few participants were clear on how the reward grant for NI163 was to be distributed.

· Practitioners asked whether the reward would be issued to the LSP, and, if so, how would the reward then be re-distributed to the individual agencies involved in delivery.   
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