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Purpose of the Report
1 This report provides members of the Economy and Enterprise Overview 

and Scrutiny Committee with an update on progress against the targets 
that were originally set in the Skills Strategy, as well as information 
about policy developments that will inform decisions regarding the 
future direction of a Skills Strategy for County Durham. This is prior to a 
presentation from the Strategic Manager Progression and Learning and 
the Economic Development Manager.

Executive summary
2 During meetings of the Economy and Enterprise Overview and Scrutiny 

Committee held during 2018 members have raised questions in relation 
to skills development within County Durham and the need to ensure that 
the skills being developed meet the requirements of employers both 
now and in the future.

3 The Committee carried out a review project in 2016/17 which looked at 
the support provided for skills development in County Durham, with an 
update on progress made in relation to the recommendations contained 
in the report scheduled for the meeting on the 25 February 2019.  It was 
therefore considered timely that the committee invites the appropriate 
officers to the meeting of the committee on the 25 February 2019.



4 Arrangements have been made for Linda Bailey, Strategic Manager 
Progression and Learning, Children and Young People’s Services and 
Graham Wood, Economic Development Manager, Regeneration and 
Local Services to attend the meeting on the 25 February 2019 and 
deliver a presentation focusing on:

 Background to the strategy and themes.

 Update on the Skills Strategy, including progress against targets.

 Policy developments influencing decisions regarding the future 
direction of a Skills Strategy for County Durham.

A copy of the presentation is attached as appendix 2.

Recommendations
5 That the Economy and Enterprise Overview and Scrutiny Committee 

note the information contained in the report and presentation.

6 That the Economy and Enterprise Overview and Scrutiny Committee 
include in its future work programme for 2019/20 a further progress 
update on the Skills Strategy for County Durham.

Background

7 In 2013, County Durham Economic Partnership’s Business, Enterprise 
and Skills Working Group formed a task group to develop a new skills 
strategy for County Durham.  The task group consisted of 
representatives from a broad range of key partners, including further 
education, higher education, government funding agencies, the National 
Careers Service, Jobcentre Plus, employer organisations and the Local 
Authority. 

8 The Skills Strategy contains ten key priorities, separated into three 
distinct themes of workforce, business, and enabling, as follows: 

Workforce
 Improve the qualifications and skills of County Durham residents.
 Develop skills to enable progression into employment.
 Improve skills to promote enterprise and entrepreneurial behaviour.
 Narrow the skills attainment gap in economically deprived 

communities.
Business
 Develop skills to meet demand of growth sectors.
 Increase the number of Apprenticeship opportunities.
 Stimulate demand for higher level skills to increase productivity and 

growth.



Enabling
 Develop high quality Information, Advice and Guidance.
 Develop market intelligence for employers, learners and providers in 

order to match supply with demand and to improve the relevance of 
skills provision.

 Support employers to utilise the skills funding system.

9 The Skills Strategy also contains a number of targets to be achieved by 
2020, as follows:

 Reduce the proportion of 16-64 year old residents of County Durham 
who have no qualifications to 8.5%.

 Increase the proportion of 16-64 year old residents of County 
Durham with Level 3 qualifications and above to 51%.

 Increase the employment rate for 16-64 year old residents of County 
Durham to 68%.

Policy Developments 

10 There are a number of significant national, regional, and local policy 
developments which have a direct impact on the skills needs of both 
businesses and individuals and, taken together, will influence decisions 
regarding the future direction of a skills strategy for County Durham. 
These include: 

 North East Strategic Economic Plan – The North East Local 
Enterprise Partnership’s (LEPs) Strategic Economic Plan was 
originally published in 2014 and subsequently refreshed in 2017. It 
sets out a number of interventions to generate 100,000 ‘more and 
better’ jobs within the region’s economy by 2024. The current version 
of the SEP is being updated and publication is expected in February 
2019. 

 Industrial Strategy: Building a Britain fit for the future – In 2017, the 
Government published its Industrial Strategy which sets out how it 
will help businesses to create better, higher paying jobs with 
investment in skills, industries and infrastructure. The North East 
Local Enterprise Partnership has subsequently been asked to 
develop a Local Industrial Strategy. This will set out the region’s role 
in the UK Industrial Strategy, with a focus on industrial growth and 
improving productivity. It will align to the North East Strategic 
Economic Plan. The Government is aiming to agree Local Industrial 
Strategies by 2020.   



 Introduction of Skills Advisory Panel which will support Mayoral 
Combined Authorities and LEPs fulfil their local leadership role in the 
skills system by helping them understand current and future skills 
needs and develop a clear approach to addressing skills and 
employment challenges within the local area.  Skills Advisory Panels 
will be local partnerships aiming to strengthen the link between 
public and private sector employers, local authorities, colleges and 
universities.

 European Funding – As a transition region, County Durham is 
benefitting from the current European Structural and Investment 
Funds Programme (2014-2020). In preparation for the United 
Kingdom leaving the European Union, the Government has 
announced proposals to create a United Kingdom Shared Prosperity 
Fund, which will replace European Structural Funds. The objective of 
Shared Prosperity Fund is to tackle inequalities between 
communities by raising productivity, especially in areas whose local 
economies are furthest behind compared to the rest of the United 
Kingdom. The priorities identified in Local Industrial Strategies 
(including the North East) will be used to inform how the Shared 
Prosperity Fund is utilised in future. The Government has committed 
to consulting on its proposals, although further details are not 
available at this stage.   

 Devolution - Since 2014, the Government has entered into 
agreements to devolve powers and budgets to local areas, including 
the Tees Valley Combined Authority in 2017 and the North of Tyne 
Combined Authority in 2018. In relation to skills training, from 2019 
approximately 50% of the Adult Education Budget will be devolved to 
Tees Valley (as well as six other Combined Authority areas plus the 
Greater London Authority). They will be responsible for 
commissioning and funding the Adult Education Budget for learners 
who are resident in their areas.  The expectation is that similar 
arrangements will be agreed with the North of Tyne Combined 
Authority from 2020. The Education and Skills Funding Agency will 
continue to distribute the Adult Education Budget in other areas, 
including County Durham. 

 Adult Skills Funding – In recent years, there has been a real terms 
reduction in funding for adult skills combined with a shift in resources 
away from the public sector to the private sector, as a result of 
Government changes. This has led some1 to argue that these 
developments may be exacerbating the skills / income gap between 
individuals from lower socio-economic groups (who are less likely to 

1 ‘The Adult Skills Gap: is falling investment in UK adults stalling social mobility?’ Social Mobility 
Commission, January 2019.



receive adult skills investment) and individuals from higher socio-
economic groups (who are more likely to invest in their own skills). 

 Further Education Reforms – The Government is introducing a 
number of reforms, which will impact on the Further Education 
landscape in the coming years. These include the introduction of T-
Levels from 2020, a review of post-18 education and funding which 
is due to report in 2019, as well as the introduction of a national 
retraining scheme that was announced in the 2017 budget.       

 County Durham Business and Enterprise Framework - County 
Durham’s Business and Enterprise Framework was developed in 
2015 in order to improve the productivity of County Durham’s 
businesses and to support private sector growth. The Framework 
contributes towards the achievement of the SEP and is developed 
around three key areas, namely: Business Sectors; Business 
Competencies; and Business Geography. Skills development is an 
integral part of the Framework.         

 In addition to the policy developments outlined in this report, there 
are broader changes within the global economy which will have an 
increasing impact on future skills and working practices. These 
changes   are driven by technological advancements such as 
Artificial Intelligence and are often referred to as the Fourth Industrial 
Revolution. Technological advancements are also raising 
fundamental questions about the future nature of work. In response, 
the Government has commissioned a number of studies, including 
an independent review of employment practices in the modern 
economy2. 

Skills Strategy Targets - Progress

11 In terms of progress against the original targets set out in the Skills 
Strategy, one target has been exceeded (employment rate), one target 
is on track to being met (proportion of individuals who have Level 3 
qualifications and above), and one target is proving to be challenging in 
terms of year-on-year fluctuations (proportion of individuals who have 
no qualifications). The latest available data shows that :

 The proportion of 16-64 year old residents of County Durham who 
have no qualifications was 10.9% (December 2017).

 The proportion of 16-64 year old residents of County Durham with 
Level 3 qualifications and above was 50.2% (December 2017).

2 ‘Good Work: The Taylor Review of Modern Working Practices’, Department for Business, Energy 
and Industrial Strategy. 



 The employment rate for 16-64 year old residents of County Durham 
was 74.4% (September 2018).

County Durham Economic Partnership – Business, Enterprise and 
Skills Group

12 The Business, Enterprise and Skills Group of County Durham’s 
Economic Partnership is working with the North East Local Enterprise 
Partnership to inform the development of the North East Local Industrial 
Strategy as well as identifying priorities for the Shared Prosperity Fund.    

13 As a result of uncertainty surrounding a number of important policy 
developments outlined in this report, County Durham Economic 
Partnership’s Business, Enterprise and Skills Group will give further 
consideration as to whether a separate skills strategy for County 
Durham is required in future or whether it is more appropriate to place 
skills development within County Durham’s Business and Enterprise 
Framework.

Next Steps

14 The Business, Enterprise and Skills Group of County Durham’s 
Economic Partnership will consider whether a separate skills strategy 
for County Durham is required in future.

Main implications
15 The key messages for members to note are:

 Progress is being made against some of the targets that were 
originally set in the Skills Strategy. 

 Due to uncertainty surrounding a number of important policy 
developments, County Durham Economic Partnership’s Business, 
Enterprise and Skills Group is considering the future direction of a 
skills strategy for County Durham.

Conclusion
16 Members will receive an update on progress made in relation to the 

targets identified in the strategy together with detail of the future 
direction of travel for the strategy.  The Economy and Enterprise 
Overview and Scrutiny Committee will continue to monitor the progress 
of the strategy with a further update report included in the work 
programme for 2019/2020.



Background Papers

 Durham’s Skills Strategy 2014-2018.

Contact: Linda Bailey Tel:  01325 375940

Graham Wood Tel:  03000 262002



Appendix 1:  Implications

Legal Implications
Not applicable

Finance
Not applicable

Consultation
Not applicable 

Equality and Diversity / Public Sector Equality Duty
Not applicable 

Human Rights
Not applicable

Crime and Disorder
Not applicable

Staffing
Not applicable

Accommodation
Not applicable

Risk
Not applicable

Procurement
Not applicable


