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1. Overview of the NW ESF Framework 

Status of the North West ESF Framework 

1.1 The North West ESF Framework has been agreed with the Department of Work 
and Pensions (DWP) and was formally agreed by the North West Regional Skills 
Partnership (RSP) on the 20th November 2007. 

Overall Purpose of the Framework 

1.2 The current round of European Union (EU) Structural Fund Programmes1 will run 
from 2007-13.  Whilst there will be a European Regional Development Fund 
(ERDF) Operational Programme in each English region, there will be a National 
European Social Fund (ESF) Programme for Skills and Employment for England 
(and Gibraltar), co-ordinated by the DWP. The ESF Programme for England was 
submitted to the European Commission in March 2007. The Commission 
provided some informal comments on the England Programme and a revised 
version was re-submitted. The Commission undertook further deliberations on the 
England Programme during June and July, with the National ESF Programme 
being formally adopted on 9th August 2007.  Operating within the framework set 
out in the England Programme, the North West ESF Framework will set the 
direction for the use of ESF in the North West of England. 

1.3 The new Structural Fund Programme will be less generous in terms of the 
available ESF funds than in the past.  The North West region will have a much 
smaller amount of ESF grant on which to draw than under previous Programmes.  
However, the reduction in funding (from the 2000-06 Programme period) in the 
North West is smaller than that for England as a whole. The Regional Framework 
will therefore set the parameters for a substantial investment in the regionÕs 
employment and skills priorities over the next seven years.    

1.4 The overall level of ESF grant funding available to the region is ! 520m2, with a 
further allocation of ! 9.5m for Technical Assistance. Of the ! 520m, ! 197m is ring-
fenced for Merseyside in light of its status as a Ôphasing inÕ area (i.e. former 
Objective 1 area).  However, the annual profile of spending for Merseyside 
declines sharply over the period 2007-113. Annex D provides details of the 
financial allocations in £ sterling (based on the planning exchange rate of £0.68 to 
1! ).    

1.5 The landscape for partners has changed too, with an updated Regional 
Economic Strategy (RES) that was launched in 2006 after an extensive 
consultation process. The Northwest Regional Development Agency (NWDA), 
through the RSP, has a clear remit to influence the design of the Framework in 

                                                
1 Structural funds are the European Social Fund (ESF) and European Regional Development Fund (ERDF). 

2 Current (2007) prices.  

3 This is also the case for the Merseyside ERDF allocation. 
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line with RES objectives and to play a much greater role in management and 
implementation.  The strategic framework for tackling skills issues in the region 
has also been updated, with the publication by the RSP of the North West 
Statement of Skills Priorities for 2007-10 which sets out the key skills needs in the 
region (and is underpinned by a robust evidence base). 

1.6 The purpose of the Framework is to set out practical priorities and principles for 
spending ESF in the North West over the next seven years. It does not provide 
detail on delivery arrangements. Rather, it is a platform that will guide Co-
financing Organisations in developing their delivery plans prior to commencement 
of activity, and will thus guide ESF activity for several years to come. 

Strategic Context 

1.7 The Lisbon Agenda sets the overall European policy framework under which the 
ESF Operational Programme for England has been developed.  The key Lisbon 
goals of generating stronger, sustainable economic growth and creating more and 
better jobs have led to a focus of ESF activity upon: 

¥ Attracting more people into employment, especially disadvantaged groups 
and the economically inactive; and  

¥ Improving the skills of potential and current workers to improve individual 
progression and business competiveness.  

1.8 This focus is reflected in the two ESF Priorities contained in the UK National 
Strategic Framework and the draft England ESF Operational Plan: 

¥ Priority 1: Extending Employment Opportunities; and  

¥ Priority 2: Developing a Skilled and Adaptable Workforce.    

1.9 All activities in the Regional ESF Framework must be framed under the Priorities 
contained in Operational Plan for England, but are also aligned with the six skills 
priorities for the North West which are set out in the RSPÕs Statement of Skills 
Priorities (and which are in effect a description of how key RES themes and 
actions relating to skills, employment and learning will be taken forward within the 
region). The Statement also provides the strategic context for the deployment of 
ESF spending on skills, employment and learning in the North West. 

1.10 The vast majority of ESF funding will be administered and spent through co-
financing arrangements with the Learning and Skills Council (LSC) and 
DWP/Jobcentre Plus (JC+), which was a key feature of the second half of the 
2000-06 Objective 3 ESF Programme, as well as ESF activity within most 
Objective 14 and 2 programmes.   

                                                
4 Jobcentre Plus did not co-finance any Merseyside Objective 1 2000-06 ESF. 
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Consultation on the Regional ESF Framework 

1.11 Consulting with partners has played a crucial role in shaping the North West ESF 
Framework. This has included initial consultation on a one to one basis for the 
range of sectors with an interest in ESF. There has also been extensive 
consultation on two public consultation drafts of the emerging framework, 
including sub-regional and a regional consultation event (these are discussed in 
more detail below).   

1.12 An ESF Working Group has provided ongoing support to the lead agency 
Government Office North West and consultants (Regeneris Consulting) in drafting 
the Framework. The ESF Working Group draws on representatives from all sub-
regions, GONW, NWDA, NWRA, key co-financing bodies and a range of 
economic, social and environmental partners. It has met prior to the publication of 
the two consultation drafts in order to help shape the drafts before they are 
circulated to wider stakeholders. 

Consultation Prior to Publication of First Public Consultation Draft 

1.13 As part of the process of preparing the First Public Consultation Draft, we 
undertook a short round of one-on-one consultations with ESF Working Group 
members and some additional consultees in Merseyside (reflecting the status of 
Merseyside as a phasing-in area and the greater number of issues/challenges 
that this presents). 

The First Public Consultation Draft 

1.14 A first public consultation draft of the ESF Framework for the North West was 
published on 20th March 2007.  It identified key emerging skills and employment 
issues, clearly evidenced by supporting material, and was positioned as a first 
draft Ôstatement of prioritiesÕ for the ESF Plan.  Alongside the consultations 
outlined above, the first draft was informed by an analysis of the changing 
economic and labour market circumstances in the North West, a review of key 
strategic documentation, and was consistent with Regional ESF Framework 
guidance published by DWP. The draft set out ÔpreliminaryÕ content for the later 
ESF Framework chapters (cross-cutting themes, financial allocations, outputs and 
outcomes, and implementation/management), pending further guidance from 
DWP. 

1.15 The draft was deliberately intended to inform and stimulate debate, and contained 
eleven consultation questions on which partners views were sought. The draft 
was presented for discussion at a series of sub-regional consultation events 
which took place across the North West (one per sub-region) during late March 
and early April 2007, at which some 150 individuals attended in total. Written 
responses were also invited on the draft, and 21 stakeholders took the 
opportunity to submit their views on the draft to Regeneris Consulting and 
GONW, including: 

¥ 11 regional and sub-regional bodies; 
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¥ 5 Local Authorities; 

¥ 3 Voluntary & community sector; 

¥ 2 Further & Higher Education Institutions. 

1.16 A note was subsequently circulated containing a summary of the key points made 
by stakeholders, both in the written responses to the first draft and at each of the 
sub-regional events. 

Second Public Consultation Draft 

1.17 A second public consultation draft was published for discussion at a major 
regional workshop event held on Thursday 10th May at the Reebok Stadium, 
Bolton (attended by around 180 people). An accompanying note was provided 
that outlined the key changes made to the Framework in light of the views of 
stakeholders in the region and any further guidance received from DWP. 

1.18 There were a number of issues on which work is ongoing at the national level and 
therefore the draft also highlighted some of the remaining uncertainties: for 
example around the outputs and outcomes; governance and management 
arrangements; and on the degree of flexibility that regions (and the Merseyside 
phasing-in area in particular) will have to devise arrangements that differ from that 
of the England Programme. However, where a decision had been made by DWP, 
this was reflected in the document and the draft provided as much additional 
detail as was possible based on the latest available information. 

Final North West ESF Framework 

1.19 Based on the feedback from the regional consultation event, further revisions 
were made prior to final discussions with the RSP and OPSC. 

Structure of the Framework 

1.20 Chapter 2 Employment and Skills Context provides a headline summary of the 
key strategic parameters under which the North West ESF Framework has been 
developed and the key socio-economic and labour market factors that provide the 
focus for the Framework.  Greater detail on both the strategic context and 
evidence base is contained in Appendices A and B. 

1.21 It should be noted that the socio-economic and labour market analysis in the 
North West ESF Plan is intended to be an Ôinformed summaryÕ of the more 
extensive analysis undertaken in preparation of the RSPÕs Statement of Priorities. 
The analysis captures the key regional, sub-regional and (where appropriate) 
local variations in economic and labour market performance, rather than providing 
a comprehensive and all-encompassing analysis. The emphasis is on those key 
factors that will need to be taken on board and responded to in the ESF 
Framework, cross-referencing to appropriate sources that provide greater detail. 
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1.22 Chapter 3 (Priorities) contains a description of the two North West ESF 
Framework Priorities and includes a list of indicative eligible activities drawn from 
the England ESF Programme and including suggestions from stakeholders in the 
region that support the objectives of the National Programme. As far as it has 
been possible, the Priorities chapter contains firmer proposals around community 
grants, co-financing and direct commissioning activities, consistent with the 
National Programme and latest DWP guidance. The overall objectives and 
emphasis of the two Priorities has remained as before, as this is still in line with 
the National Programme. 

1.23 Chapter 4 (Phasing-In of Merseyside) contains a discussion of the key issues 
facing Merseyside and highlights the nature and distinctions in the strategy for 
using ESF in the former Objective 1 area, based on its status as a phasing-in 
area (and the ÔflexibilitiesÕ that this provides). 

1.24 Chapter 5 (Cross-Cutting Themes) provides a description of the role of equal 
opportunities and sustainable development in informing the Framework. 

1.25 Chapter 6 (Innovative Activities) outlines how ESF should be used to promote 
an ÔinnovativeÕ approach to delivering ESF interventions and contains a list of 
possible innovation themes in the North West. 

1.26 Chapter 7 (Financial Allocations) describes the financial constraints within 
which the ESF Framework will operate and contains a proposed re-profiling of 
ESF between Merseyside and the rest of the region over the period 2007-10 (i.e. 
in effect the phasing-in period). 

1.27 Chapter 8 (Outputs and Outcomes) contains the latest list of National ESF 
Programme indicators and a discussion of possible additional regional indicators. 
DWP has now produced a quantified performance monitoring framework 
containing targets for both the Merseyside phasing in area and the rest of the 
North West. These targets have not been included in this draft.  This is in 
recognition that there is still much work to be done before a final set of targets is 
agreed by DWP and partners in the North West, who will wish to ensure that the 
quantification framework reflects the specific needs and circumstances of the 
North West and Merseyside in particular.  

1.28 Chapter 9 (Implementing Arrangements) provides information on proposed 
governance, management and delivery arrangements in the North West, 
including the role of CFOs, direct commissioning and linkages between ESF and 
ERDF. 
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2. Employment and Skills Context 

Introduction 

2.29 The overall objective of the North West ESF Framework is to support sustainable 
economic growth and social inclusion in the region by increasing employment, 
reducing economic inactivity and developing a skilled and adaptable workforce.  
ESF resources will be concentrated where they can most effectively enhance the 
impact of national, regional, sub-regional and local strategies, in line with 
European policy objectives.  This means that resources will be targeted on: 

¥ People who are unemployed or economically inactive, especially people 
with disabilities and those with health conditions, lone parents, older 
workers (over 50 years of age) and black minority ethnic (BME) 
communities; 

¥ Young people not in education, employment or training; 

¥ People without basic skills or Ôskills for lifeÕ; 

¥ People without a Level 2 qualification; 

¥ People without a Level 3 qualification in sectors where there are skills 
shortages at this level, in SMEs (up to 250 employees), and for women 
and BME groups in sectors and occupational areas where they are under-
represented; and 

¥ Women and men who want training to enter non-traditional occupations 
and sectors. 

Lisbon Agenda and UK National Reform Programme 

2.30 The Lisbon Agenda presents the overarching policy framework upon which the 
ESF Operational Plan for England, and in turn the North West ESF Plan, draws. 
It seeks to transform the European UnionÕs labour, capital and product markets, 
with two broad, overarching aims: 

¥ Generating stronger, sustainable economic growth - achieving this 
goal requires a significant increase in emphasis on competitiveness, 
innovation and knowledge-intensive activities; and  

¥ Creating more and better jobs - a stronger economy will drive higher 
quality job creation in the EU and policies that promote social inclusion will 
facilitate faster economic growth by increasing the effective labour pool.   

2.31 In response to the Lisbon Agenda, member States have produced National 
Reform Programmes (NRPs). The current NRPs cover a three-year period (2005-
8). The UK Government published the UKÕs NRP in October 2005, entitled 
"Lisbon Strategy for Jobs and Growth: UK National Reform Programme". 
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European Community Strategic Guidelines 

2.32 The European Community Strategic Guidelines (CSG) sets out how the EUÕs 
regional policy will be delivered via the EU Structural and Cohesion funds over 
the period 2007-13 (i.e. how Structural Funds will help deliver Lisbon objectives).  
The CSG suggests ways in which the regions can build competitiveness on three 
broad fronts: 

¥  First, by enhancing the attractiveness of Member States, regions and 
cities by improving accessibility, ensuring adequate quality and level of 
services, and preserving their environmental potential; 

¥  Second, by encouraging innovation, entrepreneurship and the growth 
of the knowledge economy by research and innovation capacities, 
including new ICT; and  

¥  Third, through creating more and better jobs by attracting more people 
into employment or enterprise, improving adaptability of workers and 
enterprises and increasing investment in human capital5.   

ESF Employment Programme for Skills and Employment in England 2007-
13 

2.33 The UKÕs National Strategic Reference Framework (NSRF) is the UK 
GovernmentÕs strategy for investing its Structural Fund allocations in England, in 
line with the CSG and the GovernmentÕs regional policy agenda.  For the 
England ESF programme, the NSRF sets two priorities for the Programme that 
will apply in Competitiveness & Employment regions, which provide a framework 
for determining priority interventions and funding allocations. These are the two 
Priorities contained in the national ESF Programme, which in turn provides the 
structure for the North West ESF Plan.  These Priorities are derived from the two 
key overarching employment and skills aspects of the Lisbon Agenda and CSG.   

¥ Priority 1: Extending Employment Opportunities6: 

 Improving employability and skills of unemployed and economically 
inactive people; 

 Tackling barriers to work faced by disadvantaged groups: people 
with disabilities and those with health conditions; lone parents; older 
workers; BME communities; people with low skills; and those living 
in deprived communities; and  

 Reducing the number of young people who are not in education, 
employment or training (NEET). 

                                                
5 This is in line with the EC Integrated Guidelines for Growth and Jobs 2005-08. 
6 Priority 1 also supports the National Action Plan on Inclusion 2006-08, which seeks to eliminate child poverty, increase labour 

market participation, improve access to quality services and tackle discrimination. 
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¥ Priority 2: Developing a Skilled and Adaptable Workforce7: 

 Reducing the numbers of people without basic skills and Level 2 
qualifications and training to Level 3 to address intermediate skills 
shortages; and  

 Provide higher level skills training in small enterprises (up to 50 
workers) and training trainers to deliver ESF services. 

2.34 In order to support the key objectives of the Lisbon Agenda and the CSG, the 
National ESF Programme and North West ESF Framework will have an emphasis 
on: 

¥  Attracting more people into employment, especially disadvantaged 
groups and the economically inactive; and  

¥  Improving the skills of potential and current workers to improve individual 
progression and ultimately business competiveness.  

2.35 Table 2-1 illustrates the linkages between European and National policies and the 
North West ESF Framework:    

Table 2-1: Strategic Linkages between the England ESF Programme and European Policy 
CSGs Integrated 

Guidelines on 
Growth and Jobs 

National Reform 
Programme 
(Lisbon) 

UK NSRF North West ESF 
Priorities 

3: More and 
Better Jobs 

17: Implement 
employment policy 
aimed at achieving 
full employment 

National strategy for 
increasing 
employment (80% 
aspiration) and skills 
(especially up to 
Level 2) 

Promotes 
sustainable 
economic growth 
and inclusion by 
extending 
employment 
opportunities and 
improving 
productivity 

Priorities to 
extend 
employment 
opportunities and 
develop a skilled 
and adaptable 
workforce 

3.1: Attract 
and retain 
more people in 
employment 

18: Promote a 
lifecycle approach 
to work 
19: Ensure 
inclusive labour 
markets 
20: Improve 
matching of labour 
market needs 

Working through 
JC+; New Deals; 
Pathways to Work; 
support for 
disadvantaged 
groups; initiatives to 
extend working 
lives; National 
Childcare Strategy 
etc 

Extending 
employment 
opportunities by: 
developing the skills 
of people out of 
work; overcoming 
barriers faced by 
disadvantaged 
groups; reducing 
NEET cohort 

ESF Priority 1: 
Increase 
employment and 
reduce inactivity, 
including tackling 
barriers faced by 
disadvantaged 
groups and 
reducing NEET 
cohort 

                                                

7 Priority 2 supports in particular the 2005 UK Skills Policy, which aims to increase skills/qualification and participation levels around 

NVQ Levels 2 and 3, and the drive for a greater sectoral focus at Level 3, as well as the Leitch Review of Skills. 
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3.2: Improve 
adaptability of 
workers and 
enterprises 

23: Improve 
investment in 
human capital 

3.3: Increase 
investment in 
human capital 
through better 
education and 
skills 

24: Adapt 
education and 
training systems 

Working through 
LSC; 
apprenticeships; 
skills for life; Train to 
Gain; Women and 
work commission 

Developing a skilled 
and adaptable 
workforce by: 
improving basic 
skills; tackling skills 
deficits and gender 
segregation in the 
workforce; training 
managers and 
workers in small 
firms 

ESF Priority 2: 
Reducing the 
number of people 
without basic 
skills and 
increasing 
workers qualified 
to Level 2 and 
(where skills 
shortages 
persist) Level 3; 
reducing gender 
segregation in 
the workforce; 
and developing 
managers and 
workers in small 
enterprises 

North West ESF Framework and Regional Skills Priorities 

2.36 The national ESF Programme is being delivered at regional level through the 
Regional ESF Frameworks and development of the framework in the North West 
is following on from consultation on the national ESF Programme which closed at 
the end of January. 

2.37 Whilst all activities in the Regional ESF Framework must be framed under the 
Priorities contained in the national ESF Plan, it is also important that they support 
the six broad North West skills priorities contained in the RSPÕs Statement of 
Skills Priorities 2007-10.  These are: 

¥ Tackle worklessness by linking people, jobs and training; 

¥ Increase participation of 16-19 year olds in education and/or work based 
learning, and progressing into higher education; 

¥ Increase the proportion of adults with the skills and qualifications needed 
for employment, with a focus on Level 2 attainment; 

¥ Support adults to progress beyond Level 2 and to attain skills and 
qualifications at Level 3 and above, with a focus on key sectors; 

¥ Stimulate employers to invest more in management, leadership, 
intermediate and higher level technical and professional skills; and  

¥ Stimulate demand for, and investment in entrepreneurial, intermediate and 
higher level skills from individuals. 

2.38 The North West Statement of Skills Priorities for 2007-10 is in effect a 
description of how key RES themes and actions relating to skills, employment 
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and learning will be taken forward within the North West over the next three 
years. The Statement also provides the context for deployment of ESF and LSC 
spending on skills, employment and learning in the region. 

2.39 It is crucial that both the National ESF Programme and the Regional ESF 
Framework are aligned with the key RSP objectives in the North West, given that 
all activities in the Regional ESF Framework must be framed under the two 
Priorities contained in the national ESF Operational Plan, which in turn is framed 
by the Community Strategic Guidelines.   

Employment and Skill Challenges Facing the North West 

Introduction 

2.40 The economic and skills analysis draws heavily upon the research which was 
commissioned by the RSP in 2006 to underpin the development of the North 
WestÕs Statement of Skills Priorities for the period 2007/08 to 2009/10.   The 
summary presented below is based on the Strategic Analysis for the North West 
region8, which presents the quantitative evidence base that underlies the North 
West Statement of Skills Priorities, as well as the baseline for the Regional 
Economic Strategy9.  These documents provide additional analysis at a sub-
regional level and partners should refer to these if they require more detailed 
analysis.     

2.41 The purpose of the section is only to provide a summary of the key employment 
and skills issues and challenges facing the region (and Merseyside, given its 
status as a Ôphasing inÕ area), drawing on this evidence base.  Detailed analysis is 
available within a range of documents including the Strategic Analysis for the 
North West and the Regional Economic Strategy Baseline Report.   

2.42 Table 2.2 summaries the employment and skills issues and challenges facing the 
region, whilst a fuller discussion is presented in Appendix Two.  Table 2.3 
provides a summary of selected labour market and skill indicators, both for the 
North West as a whole and Merseyside.   

2.43 The North West ESF Framework responds to the key skills and employment 
challenges and opportunities in the region (outlined in more detail below). In very 
broad terms the challenges can be summarised as: 

¥ Continuing problems of worklessness and economic inactivity across the 
region as a whole, but also highly concentrated in particular geographic 
areas and amongst some groups.  Worklessness is highly correlated with 
deprivation and other social problems.   

¥ Relativity low rates of productivity of those in work, now and forecast into 
the future Ð accounting for the lionÕs share of the regionÕs overall output 

                                                
8 Strategic Analysis North West Region, December 2006, Regional Skills Partnership (undertaken by EKOS Consulting) 

9 Economic Baseline, North West Regional economic Strategy, 2006 
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gap with the England average.   The regionÕs relatively poor skill base is 
one of the key factors explaining this productivity gap.   

2.44 The region is large and varied, from some of the most urbanised areas in Europe 
with deep economic and social challenges, to highly competitive areas with 
significant concentrations of knowledge based industries, as well as isolated rural 
areas. Merseyside has faced greater economic and social problems in the past, 
recognised in its status as an Objective One area from 1994-2006, and as a 
phasingÐin area in the 2007-13 Programme period. 

2.45 The mix of challenges varies from place to place. The North West ESF 
Framework will provide a regional-level strategic approach, but at the same time 
it will provide the flexibility to tackle the special needs of particular groups and 
spatial areas, including the Merseyside phasing-in area. 


