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Policy Watch – The Government sets out plans to tackle youth unemployment.

Introduction

One record that no Government wants blotting its copybook is unemployment, especially youth unemployment and last week, the Government laid out its strategy for dealing with this.
Ever since it scrapped the Future Jobs Fund, Labour’s £1bn scheme for helping mainly 18-24 year olds into employment and an early victim of the Coalition’s efficiency drive, the Government has remained vulnerable to charges that it wasn’t doing enough to help young people as times got tough. It’s part of the reason perhaps why the Prime Minister and the Deputy Prime Minister were both on hand last week to launch the latest strategy in this area called simply, ‘Supporting youth employment.’ As the Prime Minister put it, “It’s time to reverse the trend of rising youth unemployment that has held our country back for far too long and help young people get the jobs on which their future and ours depend.” This strategy, effectively a bringing together of current policy activity under five themes, follows hard on the heels of the Government’s Response to the Wolf Review of Vocational Education and before that, the Growth Plan, to provide us with an overview of how the Government intends to tackle the problem.
What’s the current picture?
The latest figures released this week and covering the period up to the end of March show overall unemployment hovering at 2.46m, a slight drop on the previous figure of 2.48m and more significantly, the second time in a row that a drop has been recorded. Current predictions from the OECD and others at the start of the year suggested that unemployment would peak at something between 2.5 and 2.7m this autumn before hitting a downward trend. These figures thus offer some crumbs of comfort although sharper analysis would point to a growth in part-time and flexi working, let alone significant regional, gender and age differentials. 
But what about the picture for young people, never easy to pin down partly because it depends on what measure is used, partly because as Alison Wolf highlighted in her Review young people tend to ‘churn’ or move between jobs, training and periods of unemployment more than any other age group and partly because as John Philpott, the Chief Economic Adviser of the Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD) put it in a helpful Paper a few weeks ago, increased participation in post-16 education over the last decade or so has had the effect of “reducing the proportion of the 16-24 age cohort active in the labour market, thereby raising the measured youth unemployment rate for any given level of unemployment.” 

His view was that the best way of understanding the full impact of unemployment on young people was to look the NEET statistics. These are published regularly by the Dept for Education and use the Office for National Statistics (ONS) quarterly Labour Force Survey (LFS) figures. These show that the number of 16-24 year olds not in education, employment or training at the end of last year was 938,000, dropping to 963,000 in February and 935,00 in March. Below the emotive 1m mark therefore but stubbornly not shifting much either.
The human cost of all this can perhaps best be seen in the latest Report on tackling youth poverty from the Prince’s Trust. ‘Broke, not broken’ highlights the continuing gap between the haves and the have nots when it comes to trying to find a job let alone sort out a career. Young people from deprived homes are more than three times as likely to believe that few or none of their career goals are achievable, four times as likely to believe they’ll end up in a dead-end job and even face having fun made of them when they do talk about finding a good job. On top of that, 29% have little access to books at home and 10% have even had to share a bed as they grew up leaving opportunities to study at home pretty limited. The social mobility agenda clearly has a long way to go yet.
How’s the Government approaching the problem? 
Partly the Government is hoping to generate employment opportunities by stimulating economic growth, especially through the private sector hence the importance of the Growth Plan. Partly also, as the Prime Minister recognised in front of the Liaison Committee this week, it is trying to ensure that young people leave school with better skill and qualification levels, hence the importance of the Wolf Review.
Employability skills for young people is not a new concern. The CBI/EDI Education and Skills Survey 2011 published just the other day is perhaps the latest in a long line of surveys that have highlighted the problem. Based on a sample of over 500 employers questioned in February, the survey notes that two-thirds of the employers have concerns about standards of literacy and numeracy amongst 14-19 year olds, two-fifths of employers reckon to have provide remedial training for school and college leavers, 43% are struggling to find recruits with the requisite STEM skills while 55% are struggling to find school leavers with adequate employability skills. 
It’s all part of the reason why the Government has accepted the Wolf Review lock, stock and all 27 recommendations. In Michael Gove’s words, “the development of young people’s skills in areas of immediate relevance to employers and business is a central part of the Government’s plans to boost economic growth and to support higher levels of youth unemployment.”
The five themes
As for the new strategy, this comes in the form of “five priorities for action,” details of which can be found in the ‘Supporting youth employment’ document. In summary they are as follows:
1. Focusing on skill and attainment levels. The big measure here of course is the Wolf Review, now the official blueprint for 14-19 vocational education for the foreseeable future. Other measures include the continued expansion of Apprenticeships with the introduction of a new Access pathway providing a route in for up 10,000 vulnerable young people. Also the provision of new sector-based work Academies where 18+ year olds can spend up to six weeks training and gaining work experience with the prospect of an interview at the end. Funding is in place for up to 50,000 places over the next couple of years with the first Academy in the contact centre industry trialled from August
2. Helping those most at risk. The headline measure here is the Work Programme which goes live this summer and is intended to provide a simpler and quicker, results driven support route to those young people who have been on Jobseeker’s Allowance for some time. Another interesting measure is the proposed new £10m pa Innovation Fund aimed at supporting third sector organisations in particular who work with NEET young people
3. Encouraging employer engagement. A headline measure here is the expansion of work experience, for 16-19 year olds through the recommendations in the Wolf Review and for 19-24 year olds through the expansion of places promised in the recent Budget. The Government claims to have large numbers of companies, both large and small, ready to offer places and is pledging funding for 100,000 places over the next two years
4. Providing the right incentives. Part of this involves the current changes to the welfare system which are intended to ensure that work pays but part also helping young people make the right decisions through a new careers service and, as Wolf argued, ensuring that the education and training system meets the needs of the labour market

5. Encouraging growth. Very much where we came in, in that this for Government being able to create optimum conditions for growth which in turn can lead to employment
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