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Lord Mayor, Deputy Lord Mayor, Councillors, Ladies and Gentlemen.  Thank you very much for the invitation to address this conference and, being the fifth in a succession, it seems only like yesterday the first one was being organised, and to Michael, to you, and all the Economic and the Development Team, I congratulate you on keeping this series of conferences going, because I think it's important that we, as far as developing the city is concerned, we engage with the key stakeholders and we actually have a proper dialogue where people can contribute, because at the end of the day we're past the point where we can expect any others to help us, we have to help ourselves, and engender that spirit and if the civic leadership isn't prepared to do that then I don't know who is.  So I think it's important that we concentrate on ensuring that we build, get all the stakeholders contributing to a meaningful economic development policy.  
So the city has made huge strides in recent years, as has been alluded to, the progress which has been made, politically and socially, has been matched by expanding local companies, and further inward investment along with an ever-expanding tourism sector, probably one of the most under-developed parts of our economy.  And, as a Councillor and an Employment Learning Minister, I am well aware of the contribution the skills and talents of our workforce have made to this.  However there is more to be done if we are to reach our full potential, both individually and as a city.  I want to see a city where no young person is left behind, where no worker is without opportunity to move up the ladder of prosperity and where people's aspirations can be met.  High ideals I know, but if we don't have a target to aim for we'll never get there.  I would therefore like to spend my time with you this morning to reflect on the importance of skills and how this relates to the Executive's Programme for Government, my ministerial brief and to the people of our city.  
The recently published Programme for Government places the economy at its heart.  It contains a vision for Northern Ireland's economy which is characterised by high economic activity and features a highly skilled and flexible workforce and employment growth.  To achieve this, skills at all levels need to be nurtured and encouraged, be it improving levels of numeracy and literacy, management and leadership skills or those used at the highest levels of research and development.  The publication of the draft Skills Strategy for Northern Ireland in November 2004 realised this and set out a vision of increasing our levels of productivity and promoting social inclusion through raising the skills levels of our workforce.  It formed the first overarching strategy for the development of skills in Northern Ireland and outlined many of the challenges we face, from moving forward to more demand-led system, to the need to increase our levels of numeracy and literacy right through to the need to improve our management and leadership skills.  As such, the Skills Strategy has formed the basis for the development of skills in Northern Ireland over the past three years.  The Department has worked tirelessly to put in place quality provision at all levels that is more focused on equipping people with the skills employers needs.  
Working with employers and their representatives to articulate the demand for certain skills is key to ensuring that we have in place the appropriate provision to supply people with these skills in the timescales required.  A case of the right people with the right skills at the right time.  I want to applaud the Council for recognising this and using this foresight to commission the OECD study which I had an opportunity to contribute to.  
We must also ensure that the progression routes through this provision are straightforward and easily understood.  Big problem this.  For that reason, we often talk of the skills ladder approach where people can gain basic skills and increase their skills.  The days are gone, ladies and gentlemen, where you learn a trade or a profession or, at the start of your career, and that does you to the end of your career.  This is a continuum where people nowadays are going to be required to upskill during their lifetime two, three, four, five times, this is not something that's set in stone any more.  
In 2006, dealing with the basic skills, the Leitch Review, which many of you may have heard of, set the threshold for basic skills at Level 2, and in his review of the competitive of us of Northern Ireland, Sir David Varney, in the last few weeks, notes, and I quote that, "once learners have reached this stage they are more likely to be interested in going on to further education or training and are much more likely to invest in their own training as well as have employers invest in them".  While we have approximately the same percentage of people with NQF Level 2 qualifications or below as other regions of the UK, we have the highest proportion of people with no qualifications at all, and furthermore we have an unacceptably high level of people with numeracy and literacy difficulties.  Since I took on this job this has been probably the thing that has come across to me most shockingly, that with all the sophistication of our western society, we still have 21% of our workforce have absolutely no qualifications at all, and almost a quarter of our population are still struggling with some of the basic literacy and numeracy skills, so that's not a position that we want to remain in any longer than is necessary. 
Success Through Skills addresses this issue through the Essential Skills Programme, Training for Success, and general further education provision.  That was dealing with basic skills.  Intermediate skills: intermediate skills, that's NQF Level 3 or equivalent, provide technical qualifications required by technicians, semi-professionals and skilled trades people.  Apprenticeships are an important method of delivering work-focused intermediate skills, the Department's apprenticeship scheme targets young people aged sixteen to twenty-four, and offers apprenticeships at Level 2 and Level 3, as well as addressing barriers to employment by supporting skills development to reach Level 2.  Further education colleges also deliver a high proportion of intermediate skills training to the adult population.  The funding system for both further education provision and apprenticeships is weighted towards software engineering, electronics, manufacturing engineering, ICT, hospitality, catering and tourism and construction.  
In September 2007 we also launched Training for Success, the Department's main apprenticeships, professional and technical training provision.  We recognised however that the provision required certain amendments if we are to create a programme that is to create the highest possible value and skill levels for employers, for participants and for the wider economy.  
Consequently, we have been carrying out a review during the initial stages of the provision.  The results of this review have been extremely positive and we have welcomed the invaluable contributions that have been made by sector skills councils, specialist support providers and participants.  Furthermore we look forward to the forthcoming report from the Departmental Assembly Committee anticipated for later this month, which will also help give the new provision a firm strategic direction as well as recommendations for further enhancement.  
If we move on now to the higher level skills.  We have a large percentage of our young people from Northern Ireland do attend university, indeed we have a higher percentage of young people attending university than any other region in the United Kingdom, in fact we are almost at the level, in target, which Gordon Brown has set in the last few months for Great Britain.  But many of these, and this is where the difficulty is going to rise, many of these students are not studying economically significant subjects.  
Now I know there will be many here, and certainly from my generation, took the view that a good broad general education at university was a great thing and it was good and people went in and did their degrees and so on, and there is no doubt that all the evidence says that graduates do earn substantially more than non-graduates.  No surprise there.  But if we look around the world today, if we look at the rising giants of the East producing three and four million graduates a year, at the present rate of going, 30% of the engineering graduates in the world will be coming out of India and China.  We are down to very, very tiny percentages.  So I think this is going to be a subject where we're going to actually have to address a really sensitive issue and say, "How long can we continue to produce large numbers of students with degrees that are not deemed to be economically significant, while we have empty chairs in the lecture theatres of those subjects that are key to the future of our economy, what we call the stem subjects, science, electronics, software and things like that?"  
So increasing the attractiveness of these sectors, ensuring that the careers advice people receive is in line with the demand experienced by employers, and ensuring that the provision offered through our education system provides the opportunities for people to gain skills in these sectors is crucial to ensuring that our supply of people with higher level skills is better aligned with the needs of the economy.  And I know we're going to probably, when we get into this in a heavy way, we're going to be finding ourselves in conflict with very significant vested interests, I know.  The provision of highly qualified scientists and technologists is not only key to meeting the innovation needs of our indigenous companies, but also to improving the competitive position of Northern Ireland as a prime location for high quality foreign direct investment.  
By 2010 the Department will therefore have increased by 300 the number of PhD places in its funds, it's a small uplift of 100 per year, with effect from this incoming academic year, but in order to increase the chances of these qualified PhD graduates opting to work for local companies, these additional places will be confined to areas of economic significance.  And just to illustrate the point, this week my colleagues are going to job fairs in Edinburgh, and next week I'll be joining them in Glasgow, where we will be accompanied by a number of local companies to try and see if we can attract back some of the graduates that we've been losing, and it seems bizarre that we have to go through this at a time when you would have assumed that we would be producing the people that we actually need locally, but we're not achieving the mix, we're moving from a supply-led system to a demand-led system, and we're in this transition at the moment.  
Could I deal briefly just with the ICT sector?  The ICT sector in Northern Ireland, and especially software development, is currently undergoing a period of significant growth.  However there are now fewer graduates completing computer-related degrees and fewer young people enrolling in IT courses at university which has resulted in a shortage of IT professionals, especially in the software industry, and this may seem a surprise, but it goes back to the dot com bubble, when that burst, and it's sadly that that turned a lot of young people away from the subjects and has now led to a shortage.  
So along with Invest Northern Ireland, E-Skills, which is the sector skills council, and Momentum, the software trade federation, the Department have produced an action plan to tackle the skill shortfall.  The plan was developed along with the key industry players, it details very short-term measures aimed at boosting the number of people studying and working in this important sector, and that will include graduate conversion courses, where graduates in different disciplines will be able to undertake a conversion course over a twenty-five week period and gain a recognised qualification in ICT which will enable them to at least get an opportunity to participate in that sector.  
The "come on over" campaign to which I referred, that is the visits we're undertaking in the next couple of weeks to Scotland, is a recognition by the Department that we have to address this mismatch.  Because we're moving into a new era where younger people communicate differently, the Department, I think it's the first time the Department has, we've taken a page on Facebook, the social networking website, and we're trying to communicate with the students by that means, and I think we have to be able to be outward looking and recognise that people communicate in different ways and we're trying to keep in touch with them, using this mechanism.  
Now, dealing with qualification reform, we of course encourage people to gain more skills, we must ensure that our qualifications, which are a key measure of skills, are fit for purpose, up to date, and reflect the needs of a modern workplace.  Things are changing very rapidly.  The Department is working within a UK-wide setting of course to reform and rationalise the current range of professional and technical qualifications and to place them within a simple and accessible qualification and credit framework.  These reforms will see the move towards unit-based qualifications that will provide the flexibility to allow both learners and employers develop a portfolio of skills to enable them to meet the changing demands of the modern workplace.  We have, ladies and gentlemen, a very significant agenda.  It is also the case that one of the areas which has probably received insufficient attention is the upskilling of existing workers, where people have one qualification, moving onto a higher level, and I would refer you back to the comments of Sir David Varney, who reported a few weeks ago, where he made this point that where somebody achieves a higher level of a qualification there is a greater chance that that person will want to move on, further up the scale.  
But there is also one deficit that I want to just conclude on.  I have discovered, since I've been doing this job, and it shocked me, but I suppose I should have foreseen it, that some employers are quite happy not to see their workers gain additional qualifications.  There are two reasons for that: one, they have a fear that they will have to pay them more money; and the second, they have a fear that they will move on to somebody else.  Now I have to say that that is a very negative situation.  So in all of the issues that we deal with, the state in the form of a government cannot run and necessarily dominate an economy forever.  We want to see the growth in the private sector.  But if employers have that approach, that is a huge mindset problem that we have, that's like saying, you know, "You've got to keep somebody at that particular level".  We have got to create a path, a ladder, where people can move up, we've got to create a 'can do' mentality.  But if you're saying that if there's a relatively unskilled worker, "Well, we want to keep that person there in case we have to pay him more money or that person will go somewhere else", now that attitude is something that I think the city here and the Council and others will have to combat because we have to recognise there is a direct link to the bottom line of a company if the workforce is better trained and better skilled, a lot of employers haven't got that message.  So that's a big challenge for us as we move forward.  
So, in closing, I want to reiterate the importance I place on skills and the impact they can have in increasing prosperity and productivity, and our productivity is below the national average, and that's one of our major challenges going forward.  A peaceful fair and prosperous society has at its heart a well-educated populous and the skills to engage fully and positively in a society and in an economy.  It's important that we all work towards increasing our skills.  In this way we can realise our full potential, both as individuals and as a capital city, and a country moving on from the past.  Thank you very much.

