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The Learning and Skills Challenge in Thames Gateway Kent

Overview by the Director of the Gateway Knowledge Alliance

The Thames Gateway is Europe’s largest regeneration project.  Over the next decade it is planned to build over 120,000 homes and create 180,000 new jobs across South Essex, East London and North Kent.  Winning the Olympic 2012 bid has given new urgency to the Thames Gateway development.

The scale of the development presents huge challenges as well as enormous opportunities.  In Thames Gateway Kent the population could grow from its present 550,000 to over 700,000 over the next decade.

One recent study (LSC Thames Gateway Skills Audit 2005) estimated that over the next ten years some 36,000 new jobs will be created in North Kent as well as 135,000 in London Thames Gateway and 23,000 new jobs in South Essex.

But currently qualifications and skills levels in much of the Thames Gateway are lower than both the national and regional average.  If the Thames Gateway is to secure good quality/high income jobs it will need to raise its skills levels.

If the existing population is to benefit from the opportunities they will need to have the skills and qualifications to compete in a jobs market where the majority of new jobs will be at Level 3 (A level equivalent) or above.

The Gateway Knowledge Alliance was set up by all the major learning providers, the Local Education Authorities and other key regional agencies to focus on the learning and skills challenge in Thames Gateway Kent.  Funding was secured from the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister and the Kent and Medway Learning and Skills Council and the Gateway Knowledge Alliance came into being in early 2004.

Since then, as you will see from the report we have achieved a lot.  Something approaching £3 million of additional funding has been secured for capital investment in a range of learning and skills projects.  A wide range of activities aimed at increasing participation and encouraging progression in learning have been organised.  The Gateway Knowledge Alliance has contributed extensively to policy and programme development across Thames Gateway Kent.  Support has been given to initiatives in vital skills sectors such as construction and health.  The Gateway Knowledge Alliance has also worked closely with its partners on such key projects as Universities @ Medway, Kent County Council’s Vocational Learning initiative and Medway Council’s 14-19 programme.

The Gateway Knowledge Alliance has also been working closely with the Thames Gateway Kent Partnership and the three local Delivery Boards – Kent Thameside, Medway Renaissance Partnership and Swale Forward.  These bodies play the major role in delivering the regeneration programmes funded by the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister and all recognise the vital importance of learning and skills in meeting the regeneration challenge.

The Gateway Knowledge Alliance is now widely recognised by its partners, funders and the key regeneration agencies as having a pivotal role in helping to meet the learning and skills needs of Thames Gateway Kent.

A Five Year Plan has been agreed which aims to build upon the excellent start described in this report.  I hope you find it as interesting and exciting as we do.

Vernon Hull

Project Director

Delivering the Thames Gateway: Who does what?

For many years successive governments have seen the area east of London as providing the most opportunity for regeneration.  Huge areas of derelict/brownfield land left over from the closure of traditional docks and de-industrialisation will be brought back into good use.  But this requires huge levels of public and private sector investment.

The lead government department for the Thames Gateway is the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister (ODPM).  For the past two years and for the foreseeable future, the ODPM will be putting hundreds of millions of pounds of investment into a wide range of schemes across the Gateway – for transport, for health, for town centres, for new housing development sites, for the environment, for employment and for learning and skills.

At a local level the ODPM programme is principally delivered by local Regeneration Partnerships.  In Thames Gateway Kent there are three Regeneration Partnerships:

· Kent Thameside Delivery Board – covering Dartford and Gravesham.

· Medway Renaissance Partnership – covering the Medway Council area.

· Swale Forward – covering the Sittingbourne and Sheppey areas of Swale.

Each of these bodies is responsible for driving forward and co-ordinating growth and regeneration activities in their respective areas in accordance with an agreed Regeneration Framework.  Their Boards are made up of senior representatives from the public and private sectors.

The Thames Gateway Kent Partnership (TGKP) provides a sub-regional strategic overview of the regeneration programme in Kent and is also a public/private sector partnership.  TGKP also works closely with South East England Development Agency (SEEDA), which is responsible for development across the South East region. 

The Gateway Knowledge Alliance is funded by the ODPM and the Kent and Medway Learning and Skills Council (KMLSC).  It is working closely with the three Regeneration Partnerships, TGKP and SEEDA and KMLSC to define and tackle the learning and skills challenge across Thames Gateway Kent.

Kent Thameside

Kent Thameside, which encompasses the boroughs of Dartford and Gravesham currently, has a population of 130,000.  Ambitious proposals to build 30,000 new homes and create up to 50,000 jobs over the next twenty years will transform the area and take the population to a quarter of a million or more.  

The vision for Kent Thameside is set out in the Regeneration Framework produced by the Kent Thameside Delivery Board (www.kent-thameside.co.uk) Education and skills have been identified as one of the key priorities:

“The whole range of education, Further Education, Higher Education and workforce training services in Kent Thameside must be co-ordinated and developed to meet the needs of exiting and, in particular, disadvantaged communities as well as the incoming resident population.  They should also be tailored to the needs of existing and new employers that will be attracted to the area.

Kent Thameside Regeneration Framework
Recent research by the LSC (Strategic Area Review 2004) has highlighted the relatively low qualifications and skills levels in the area.  Much of the new investment, which it is hoped to attract into the area, will require Level 3 and 4 skills.  This is especially the case with the planned development around the new Ebbsfleet international railway station.  Here there will be a major new regional commercial (and) retail centre employing up to 20,000 people.  Learning facilities will be at the hearth of the Ebbsfleet development and a feasibility study is being carried out into the best way to take this forward.

Similarly work is being done to develop the concept of a groundbreaking “future school” right at the heart of the Eastern Quarry development.  The Eastern Quarry site is three times the size of the quarry in which the adjacent Bluewater Shopping Centre now trades successfully. It is planned to build over 7,000 homes in Eastern Quarry.  It is planned that this should become a learning community in which the school would be very much a focal point for learning at all ages.

Substantial investment is also going into existing KCC schools across Kent Thameside.  As described in this Report, the Gateway Knowledge Alliance is already working closely with Kent County Council to expand the capacity for vocational learning in schools in the area.

If Kent Thameside is to become “the commercial and residential powerhouse” set out in the Delivery Board’s Vision, raising educational standards and achievement will be absolutely critical.  That is the challenge and the opportunity.                                    .                                                         
Ebbsfleet Learning Centre                                                                                          The new business developements around Ebbsfleet International Station will create around 38 000 new jobs by 2016. Around 30% of these jobs will require degrees, while almost a quarter will require A level equivalent qualifications. 
GKA are working with the Kent Thameside Delivery Board to establish a feasibility study which will look at the creation of a new centre for Higher and Further Education at Ebbsfleet in order to meet the needs of the new businesses that will move into the area. 
Thamesview School (Gravesend) – Vocational Centre with North West Kent College and Neighbouring Schools

When GKA initially began work with the school, it was intended to develop a construction skills workshop.  Additional funding was secured from KCC’s Vocational Learning Initiative and the Vocational Centre, which is now in the process of construction, will offer a wide range of courses including brickwork, carpentry, joinery, plumbing, motor vehicle maintenance and repair, health and social care and childcare.  When operating at full capacity some 500 students a year will access this provision.

Joint working with North West Kent College in the delivery of key elements of this provision will also encourage progression to further study at the College.  There will also be joint working with neighbouring schools.

Northfleet School for Girls – Arts Studies Centre

GKA is providing capital funding for an Arts Studies Centre as part of a major development of post-16 learning facilities at the school.  Northfleet is located in the heart of Kent Thameside – close to the new Ebbsfleet international station and proposed commercial development, which, it is anticipated, will create some 20,000 new jobs.  The Centre will allow for an expansion of the curriculum offer and include design, photography, graphics etc.

Northfleet works closely with neighbouring schools and the centre will enhance facilities for some 600 post-16 learners in the joint sixth form as well as the 1,400 learners in the school’s own lower school.  The school is also working with KIAD on projects such as “artists in residence”.

Northfleet is a Business and Enterprise Specialist School and is working with a consortium of local schools and North West Kent College to offer a broader vocational curriculum.

Darent Federation

The Darent Federation of schools have established two Learning Centres; one at Dartford Technology College and the other at Axton Chase School, using ODPM funding obtained through the Gateway Knowledge Alliance. These centres will help them to deliver new courses to older pupils, staff and members of the local community. The Federation are helping to prepare them for the new jobs in Engineering, Business and the Creative Industries that will come into the area over the next decade.
North West Kent College:  Micro-Business Incubator for the Cultural and Creative Sector

GKA secured SEEDA funding to create a range of business incubator units on the Dartford Campus of North West Kent College.  These units have been constructed and are now being marketed.

The aim is to encourage and develop new businesses – particularly in the creative and cultural skills sector.  The Dartford Campus has a growing number of students in this sector spanning both the performing and visual arts and it is anticipated that these units will be the base for some of these students to set up their own businesses.  Very competitive rents and easy in/out terms for tenants, together with good facilities and access to support services make this an attractive starting point for new businesses.

Medway

Medway’s current population of a quarter of a million is set to grow to 300,000 with the building of some 16,000 homes by 2016.   The Medway Renaissance Partnership – working closely with Medway Council– has already secured substantial resources for some major regeneration initiatives.

With the loss of the Naval Dockyard and, in all, some 20,000 manufacturing jobs over the past twenty-five years, Medway’s economy has already undergone a huge transformation.  However, average earnings are still below both the regional and national average as are qualification and skills levels.

The Medway Renaissance Partnership has made the “Economy and Learning” one of its six key regeneration themes.

Some of the key projects include:

· Universities @ Medway - in all some £50 million has been invested by Canterbury Christchurch University, the University of Greenwich and the University of Kent in an exciting shared campus.  The Gateway Knowledge Alliance is working closely with the Universities in further development on this site.

· The Gateway Knowledge Alliance - working closely with Mid Kent College and Medway Council – has invested in the creation of a number of vocational workshops in Medway schools.

· The Gateway Knowledge Alliance worked closely with MHS Homes to secure further ODPM investments in a Constructions Skills Centre, which has already recruited its first students.

The key challenge in Medway, as elsewhere in Thames Gateway Kent, is to raise the level of educational achievement and aspirations across the community as a whole.  This is vital if Medway is to continue to diversify its employment and, in particular, secure the higher skilled and knowledge economy jobs where employment growth is likely to be most evident.

Electrical Installation Workshop – North Gillingham Schools Consortium

GKA has funded an electrical installation workshop for a schools consortium in North Kent in partnership with Mid Kent College (which has Centre of Vocational Excellence status for Electrical Installation).

This will provide progression to full-time programmes at the College and also help meet significant skills shortages in construction and building maintenance.  It also addresses the need, identified in Ofsted’s Medway Area Inspection Report, to expand the range of vocational learning opportunities at pre and post-16 level.

Creative Industries Community Learning Centre – Rainham School for Girls

GKA is providing capital funding support for this Centre, which will not only serve the school and the local school consortium but also the wider community.

The school already has good links with the Kent Institute of Art and Design (KIAD) and Mid Kent College (MKC).  The Centre will have advanced CADCAM and other graphics and photography equipment and be able to deliver post-16 learning opportunities at Levels 2 and 3 and further development is proposed with KIAD and MKC.

The Regional Economic Strategy has highlighted creative industries as a key growth sector and GKA has secured funding for other developments in this vital skills sector as described elsewhere in this report.

Engineering Workshop – Temple School/Mid Kent College

GKA is providing capital funding to support the development of this workshop (which will focus on the automotive sector) building on the excellent working relations between the school and Mid Kent College.  The Centre will encourage more students to progress to the engineering faculty at the College. The skills developed will not only serve the automotive sector but also the electronics, electrical and manufacturing industries as well as developing transferable skills for other key sectors e.g. construction.  It will provide for at least 64 students annually (females as well as males) drawn from at least three feeder schools.

GKA funding is helping schools in the area and the LEA to develop vocational learning opportunities – a need which was identified in the recent Ofsted report.

Medway Community College/Mid Kent College – Construction Workshop

GKA is providing capital funding to support the building of a construction workshop for Medway Community College and the Chatham Consortium of Schools.  Mid Kent College are the key partners and Medway Council’s Education Department are also providing funding.

The workshop will offer training opportunities in brickwork, plumbing, carpentry, painting and decorating for pupils of the consortium schools.  Students will be able to progress to courses at Mid Kent College and, in some cases, to Foundation Degrees in Construction and Civil Engineering being established in Medway.

GKA funding and support has been crucial to the development of this project which is addressing employer demand in a key skills sector.

MHS Homes Community Charity – Construction Centre

GKA worked closely with MHS Homes Community Charity – a non-profit making organisation that owns and manages 7,500 properties in the Medway area – to secure additional ODPM funding to develop a new Construction Skills Centre in the area.  North West Kent College will also be working in partnership with MHS on this exciting project.

The new Centre will be formally opened in October but an initial cohort of trainees has been recruited.

Some 40% of employment in construction is in the building maintenance sector.  With all the development going on in the Gateway well-qualified construction staff are already in demand.  This Centre will provide a whole range of construction skills training opportunities and direct links into the industry and on-site training.

This Centre has already attracted a lot of attention from the CITB  (the Construction Sector Skills Council) and has established links with other housing providers and construction companies.  The involvement of North West Kent College also provides direct contact with the mainstream further education sector.

This Centre, which has been encouraged and supported by GKA from its inception, now promises to be a major leader in developing work-based learning approaches to construction skills training.

Medway Hospital Learning Centre – with Canterbury Christ Church University
The growth in population in Thames Gateway Kent will increase demand for the health and care services.  Additional staff will need to be recruited and trained for a wide range of health and care jobs.

GKA – working with Medway Hospital (the largest hospital in Kent) and Canterbury Christ Church University is working up plans for a learning centre on the hospital site which will not only support existing workforce development but be a base to introduce potential recruits (in schools, colleges, and the community) to the range of job and training opportunities across this key skills sector.

GKA funding and some Trust funding has been secured although, at present, some additional gap funding is required to progress this exciting development.

Swale

It is anticipated that some 8,000 new homes and 12,000 new jobs will result from the regeneration plans being developed for Sittingbourne and the Isle of Sheppey which make up the eastern end of Thames Gateway Kent.
Learning and skills development is at the very heart of the ambitious regeneration framework that has been produced for Swale Forward, the local regeneration partnership (www.swaleford.org):
Increasing participation and achievement in learning is a key overall objective of Swale Forward.  Without raising the Borough’s performance in learning and skills it will not be possible for Swale to achieve the economic transformation that is needed to ensure that population and housing growth is accompanied by a real improvement in the quality and range of learning opportunities.

Swale Forward Regeneration Framework
It is widely recognised that this is going to be a challenging task.  Currently Swale scores especially badly in terms of the proportion of the population with low qualifications.  A recent report by the Learning and Skills Council (Thames Gateway Knowledge Economy, LSC 2005) described the area as being in a “low skills equilibrium” where a preponderance of jobs that require low skills give rise to low aspirations.

One aspect of this is that a much smaller proportion of Swale 16 year olds stay in education than elsewhere in the county whilst a high proportion of those who do obtain higher level qualifications move out of the area to find employment.

Breaking out of the low skills equilibrium involves increasing education, training and employment opportunities in the context of a stronger and more diverse local economy.

The Gateway Knowledge Alliance has been working closely with Swale Forward, Swale Borough Council, the LSC, the County Council and a range of educational providers to increase the capacity and responsiveness of learning provision in the area.  Key projects include:

· Developing a comprehensive learning strategy for Swale

· The Sittingbourne Learning Hub study – aimed at increasing post-16 learning and skills provision in the area.

· Major capital investment in vocational learning facilities in a number of local schools working closely with Kent County Council Education Department’s Learning Initiative.  The Gateway Knowledge Alliance has invested some of its capital funding and also worked closely with Kent County Council to secure further ODPM resources for this programme.

· Investment in Kent Science Park – the major focus of the knowledge economy in Swale.  The Gateway Knowledge Alliance contributed funding to a learning centre at the Science Park.  The Gateway Knowledge Alliance is also working with Swale Forward and the Enterprise Hub on other Higher Level Skills initiatives, which will also link into the proposed Learning Hub.

· A greater focus and co-ordination of resources around skills for life; Swale has a particularly high proportion of its population with basic skills needs.

Building an educated, skilled and flexible workforce is widely recognised as the key priority for regeneration by everyone in Swale.  Swale has made an excellent start but there is still much to be done.

Sittingbourne Learning Hub – Feasibility Study

Sittingbourne is the largest town in Kent without any specific post-16 learning provision outside of its schools.

Without doubt this has been a significant contributory factor to lower post-16 staying-on rates in the area – especially for those looking for more vocationally related learning opportunities.

Working closely with GKA Swale Forward secured additional funding from the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister in 2004 for a detailed feasibility study into developing specific further education learning facilities in a town centre location.  Consultants were appointed and a detailed report is being produced.  Research has confirmed and clarified what is required and identified a favoured site.  The Kent and Medway Learning and Skills Council and Canterbury College have been active partners in the project.

It is currently estimated that some £8 - £11 million would be required to build the Sittingbourne Learning Hub.  This would, without doubt, be an investment which would make a major contribution not only to the learning and skills needs of the area but also the regeneration of an important town centre site.

Sittingbourne Community College – Vocational Skills Centre for Engineering Health and Social Care

GKA is providing capital funding to support the development of this Centre which will provide pre and post-16 learning opportunities in some key areas of skills demand.  There will be a particular focus on technician level training, which has been identified in recent studies (e.g. the LSC’s Strategic Area Review) as an important area for development.  This practically based provision will also facilitate vocational progression to apprenticeships and foundation degrees.

The College will work closely with Canterbury College who will not only provide support to the school age provision but also offer evening provision for adult students.

Focusing on identified skills shortages and responding to the local growth agenda, funding from the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister (via GKA) and from Kent County Council is helping the Community College to broaden and develop its vocational offer and open up opportunities and alternative progression routes for its pupils and the local community

Westlands School, Sittingbourne – Construction and Skills Centre

Funded by the GKA and Kent County Council, this half a million pound workshop will enable Westlands School, working with other schools in the area as well as Canterbury College, to offer a wide range of construction-related vocational learning opportunities.

Building of the Centre will be completed in the next few months and in September 2006 the school will offer an award in construction worth 4 GCSEs.  The school is working to establish partnerships with local builders to provide expertise, equipment and employment routes for its pupils.

Here is one way in which a combination of funding from the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister (via GKA) and Kent County Council is talking a key skills need in Thames Gateway.

Kent Science Park

Kent Science Park in Sittingbourne is establishing itself as a major centre for technology transfer, particularly in the Biological Sciences, as well as a centre for business across the County and the South East. The park already houses a variety of small, innovative companies as well as major multi-nationals such as Pfizer. 
GKA has linked with the SEEDA Enterprise Hub, KNTI and Canterbury College to equip a conference centre and state of the art learning facility in the Science Park. This has enhanced a facility that already offered ICT training through KNTI, enabling it to accommodate large groups and provide classes for many of the businesses located on the Park. The Centre was opened by the Duke of Kent on 23rd March 2005. 
Planning for the Future

What next for the Gateway Knowledge Alliance?

The Gateway Knowledge Alliance has agreed a Five Year Plan, which focuses on four key objectives:

· Strategic Development – delivering learning and skills for regeneration and sustainability in Thames Gateway Kent.

· Building Capacity – building capacity and responsiveness through innovation in the organisation and delivery of learning.

· Curriculum Development and Progression – building a lifelong learning curriculum for progression and skills development.

· Partnership for Change –working with GKA partners and the Regeneration Partnerships to promote new ways of working to implement change.

In the coming year we will be completing the first phase of our ODPM capital programme – working with partners to build capacity.  We will be working closely with the Regeneration Partnerships to identify and develop ways in which learning and skills developments can support the wider regeneration agenda.  This will include joint working on some key developments such as the Sittingbourne Learning Hub and the Ebbsfleet Higher and Further Education Study.  We will continue work for Swale Forward and Swale Borough Council on the Swale Learning Strategy.

We have also agreed a major programme with the Kent and Medway Learning and Skills Council, which will include:

· The production and publication of a Skills Plan for Thames Gateway Kent.

· The production and publication of two key sector skills pathways

· The organisation of conferences and seminars on key skills sectors

· Joint working with schools

· The promotion of a range of learning activities and GKA-funded sites.

· Development of a range of materials and awareness raising activities about the Gateway development.

It promises to be another busy and productive year.

