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Overview

The availability of a well educated and skilled workforce in sufficient numbers is a necessary condition for businesses in the Edinburgh region to start up, grow and develop. There are a number of supply side enablers:

· The ability of the Education Sector to inculcate these skills at an appropriate level is important but not the only ingredient.

· The willingness and ability of business to develop the skills of its own employees either on site, on a co-ordinated basis or in partnership with the education sector is also important.

· At a local level, the desirability of Edinburgh as a place to live and work is an important factor in attracting high quality labour from other locations in the UK and internationally.

· At a national level immigration policy has been of fundamental importance in recent years in making possible the improvement of the quality of staff available to fill jobs, particularly at low to intermediate skill levels, with staff of a higher quality than might otherwise have been the case. Indeed, arguably much work gets done and employment is provided that would otherwise just not have happened had this particular labour supply not been available.
It is worthwhile adding that the interests of business and government, particularly in the short term are not necessarily the same in the area of education and skills. Government gives the impression of being mainly concerned with trying to reduce the levels of worklessness amongst the local population. Clearly this objective also indirectly benefits business, if it results in higher skills levels in the local population, creates new potential customers for businesses and improves the overall social and economic the environment. However, the impact of Government’s efforts in this area is likely to be relatively long term and, provided that suitably skilled labour is available from somewhere, business is unlikely to discriminate between any particular source.

The opinions in this manifesto have been formed following carrying out a number of qualitative research interviews with members of the Chamber and with representatives of some companies and organisations outwith the Chamber.

The Contribution of the Education Sector

The majority of businesses interviewed appear not to be looking to schools and universities to produce potential employees skilled in specific business disciplines – production, finance, sales, marketing etc.

The exception to this is in technical and engineering businesses where there does appear to be a shortage of home based graduates with suitable qualifications in these areas and where up to date technologies have featured in those potential employees’ courses of education.  
With regard to education generally, the messages that has come loud and clear in nearly every interview carried out has been the perception of business that ‘employability’ is at less than desirable levels in potential employees and has, in fact, deteriorated over the last couple of decades. There is a need for better generic skills such as communication, literacy, numeracy together with empathy and work ethic. Some of this would speak to a need for better educational outcomes in traditional subjects such as Maths and English. But there is also a crying additional need for potential employees to have better self discipline, a stronger work ethic and a more flexible approach to undertaking the boring and routine tasks that are often associated with entry level roles in many businesses. One member of the Chamber reported that she encounters ‘extreme difficulty in filling vacancies for kitchen porters, waiting staff and other low waged staff with local staff whereas she can readily find candidates for such roles from the immigrant population. This appears to be on account of unwillingness amongst locals to accept ‘low status’ jobs even though these might well lead on to more highly regarded and better paid roles’. Another member in a ‘high end’ financial services business stated that he ‘increasingly has to spend time managing and attempting to correct minor disciplinary matters such as timekeeping, (non) attendance, poor internal and external customer service etc’. Clearly these are not solely matters for the Education Sector but have more general implications for all of the parties – parents and welfare agencies for example - with an interest in how society raises the next generation.

Business already closely liaises with private education on the provision of work experience, informal careers guidance and other activities but often avoids doing the same with the public education sector. Making basic changes to bring the public education sector into line with its private counterparts would help level the playing field in these respects.

Actions suggested:

· the Chamber would urge Government to focus more on the all round basics in education;

· the Government should ensure that regulations are conducive to allowing teachers to maintain discipline in classrooms so that the basic environment is supportive of learning;

· encourage careers advisors in schools to ‘twin’ with local employers – a cogent letter or well placed telephone call will yield surprisingly positive results;

· schools should have greater professional and administrative independence from local authorities and the Scottish Government. They should also be more accountable to parents and the local community they serve.
· The Scottish Government should make every effort to compare educational outcomes with those in other jurisdictions. It should re-join the PIRLS and TIMMS international studies
The Chamber also believes that more encouragement should be given in schools to pupils to take scientific and technical subjects and that the quality and availability of teachers in these areas may be a limiting factor. Careers guidance may also be an issue here given that these are clearly the type of industries that have been longer on career opportunities than local labour supply for two decades or more.

Actions suggested:

· guidance in schools should encourage a higher uptake of the study of physical science/ technology subjects

· premiums for entry to and for excellence in physical science/ technology teaching should be maintained/ enhanced

· careers advice in schools should subtly shift focus from individual aspiration to those occupations offering employment

Business’ Ability to Train its own Employees

This does not appear to be a constraint in times of normal economic activity. Indeed, the message that seems to be coming from business in this respect is closely related to that in the previous section and may be summarised as ‘supply me with properly motivated, literate and numerate local entry recruits and I will turn them into fully formed employees who will be useful to me and will be able to have a progressive and fulfilling career’.

A good example of businesses working in concert is the development by Scottish Investment Operations of a two week long ‘Introduction to Finance’ course for well motivated new graduates seeking a role in investment operations. SIO is funded by a number of investment businesses many of whom contributed professionals’ time to develop the syllabus. The course was accredited by the Securities and Investments Institute (SII) and results in an introductory level professional qualification. Many of its graduates have gone on to rewarding careers in the industry.

Business has proved much less ‘short termist’ during this recession than in either 1990/92 or 1980/81. Whilst cost cutting has had to be swingeing in many businesses merely to enable them to survive, jobs have appeared to be protected where possible with employers and unions, both taking a refreshingly open attitude to wage freezes and shortened hours, to enable employment to be protected and to conserve important skills within companies and firms.

Actions suggested:

· The Scottish Government should do more to break down barriers between vocational and academic education at the further and higher level. Equal funding should be available to all students, to be taken up at any state of their careers.
· Skills and training should be more demand-led. The range of training and education instituted eligible for such funding should be broadened to include private and corporate training programmes.
Edinburgh as a place to live and work
This is rightly the focus of other Committees in the Chamber and local government in particular. The Tourism Committee has separately made reference to the consolidation of local tourist boards into Visit Scotland as not necessarily helpful to Edinburgh. Generally speaking though, the attractiveness of the city is a definite plus in local labour supply.

Immigration Policy

This has recently become a political hot potato. The reaction of business to the Coalition’s tightening of policy has been almost universally negative. Immigrants to Edinburgh, Scotland and the UK have contributed enormously to both basic and specialist skills’ levels in the labour force. Skills shortages have been much less acute than they would have been if this immigration had not taken place and indeed it is argued that much economic activity would simply not have taken place in Edinburgh, Scotland or elsewhere in the UK had a relatively open policy not been followed.
Action Suggested

· the Chamber would urge the Government to think hard before introducing measures that restrict the supply of labour from overseas.

Summary

The Chamber’s view is that relatively easy to implement, cultural tweaks in the Education Sector could have a major impact on both skills supply (the principal interest of business) and on worklessness (the principal interest of government but also a secondary interest of business). These also have the advantage of being relatively cheap to bring about.

It is also the view of the Chamber that Government should take a less optimistic view of the genuine impact of its own, often costly initiatives. Or this should certainly be the case in the absence of the cultural tweaks most strongly urged in this manifesto. During the last decade or more the ‘skills industry’ has been cluttered, has felt overblown and bureaucratic to business and has no doubt added significantly to the tax burden. The recently published ‘Skills for Scotland’ is worthy and aspirational but gives little confidence of tangible useful activity or output. Business has not found it easy to engage with this bureaucracy and has been highly sceptical of the benefits of engaging. The good news is that restricting ambition, scope and cost and applying an unremitting focus on the basics is likely to be both cheap and effective.
