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Constructive ESF Project Evaluation

Executive Summary

The Constructive ESF Project provided an opportunity to work with long term unemployed candidates to improve employability by providing support during a programme of construction skills training to facilitate employment in the construction industry.  The explicit aim was to address the issue of long term unemployment and labour market disadvantage from the perspective of both the unemployed and employers and to build a bridge between the two. 

The full report presents the findings of an evaluation of the Project and draws out lessons which can be learned from it.

The Programme

The main barrier to entering the construction industry has increasingly been not having the CSCS card and current work experience.  The Project addressed this by providing health and safety training and a funded test, personal protective equipment and a work placement to demonstrate the competencies for the card and to gain valuable site training and experience.

Main findings of the evaluation

· The health and safety training was successfully delivered

· Good partnerships have been established with West at Work, numerous community based organisations, Job Centre advisers and employers

· The nature of the construction industry does not fit well with the inflexibility of JCP/ESF rules

· Working with long term unemployed people is challenging and therefore targets and expectations need to be realistic 

· Working in the construction industry is hard work requiring extra calorie intake and warm clothing, the cost of which cannot be met from basic benefit

· Enabling long term unemployed candidates to obtain the CSCS card removes just one of the many barriers and is not a quick fix
Recommendations for future Programme

· Ensure that a realistic plan and targets have been agreed with careful analysis of requirements so that problem areas can be ironed out before the programme starts
· A future programme should be open to anyone wishing to enter the construction sector, with provision tailored to meet their needs
· A feature of any future project should be to assist candidates to gain the full NVQ qualification by accessing appropriate funding.  The craft/skilled card is the key to well paid sustainable employment. 

Anne Day
On Site Bristol




             March 2007
CONSTRUCTIVE ESF PROJECT EVALUATION

Introduction

The Constructive ESF Project provided an opportunity to work with long term unemployed candidates (6 months+) to improve employability by providing support during a programme of construction skills training to facilitate employment in the construction industry.

The key objectives of this evaluation are to provide an analysis of:

(i) project achievements in relation to aims and objectives and will include reporting on successes and positive and negative contributory factors 

(ii) achievements against expected outputs, identifying reasons for non-achievement

(iii) the experience of the project, including identification of particular problems and how these were overcome; this will reflect both practical and process issues
(iv) a review of the wider impact of the project and future directions

Aims of Project

· to offer 50 candidates supported training leading to sustainable employment (10 of these could be candidates who had completed a college qualification)
· to work within a suitable partnership to offer a routeway into   
     employment within the construction sector

· to work with local employers to address recruitment needs

· to interview and match suitable candidates with a potential employer and arrange a work placement leading to permanent employment (40 candidates into work, ie 80% of 50 starts) 

· to facilitate entry of candidates on to an employer’s site by the provision of

health and safety training and funded test

personal protective equipment

CSCS card application

· to provide training which will result in candidates obtaining units towards Construction NVQ level 2  (80% of 50 starts)

Key achievements

· 44 candidates joined the Project
· delivery of health and safety training which enabled 39 candidates to pass the CITB Constructionskills test
· 34 candidates started work placements 
· 25 candidates now have CSCS cards which will allow them to overcome a key barrier to gaining employment in the construction industry
· 19 candidates achieved one or two NVQ units 
· 14 candidates gained full time employment
· good partnership working has been established with West at Work, to facilitate access to major construction developments in the City, with numerous community based organisations providing specialist support, and with Jobcentre Plus advisers
· The profile of On Site has been raised with employers to address recruitment needs
Background

On Site Bristol was set up by Bristol City Council in 1996 to promote employment in the construction sector as a career path for local residents and to offer training opportunities leading to skilled and sustainable employment.   The construction industry relies upon highly skilled workers being available at just the right time.  If these workers are available locally then the money  spent on wages stays in Bristol, making local people better off, and spent in Bristol, creating more local jobs. 

A proposal to provide adults leaving College, having achieved an ICA/ACA qualification in a construction trade, with a routeway into employment was put forward for discussion within the Constructive West of England Partnership and to identify funding to meet the cost of the project.  It was envisaged that the ‘routeway’ would provide the opportunity to gain the necessary site skills and experience to achieve the NVQ2 which would ultimately lead to a craft/skilled CSCS card and sustainable employment.
The ESF Co-financed Project Specification was the result.  On Site recognised that the aims and objectives in the Specification were far removed from those originally intended by the Partnership and the outputs expected would be very difficult to achieve with long term unemployed and economically inactive candidates, however, an application was submitted.  Notification was received in February 2005 that the award of new contracts was being suspended. A formal offer letter was received at the end of March and the funding model agreed in June 2005. 

The contract was finally signed and a start date of 4 July agreed which gave a three week lead in time before referrals to the project started on 25 July 2005. 
The recruitment process for the Project Co-ordinator was delayed by Bristol City Council’s job evaluation procedures and at the same time the process was underway to recruit a new On Site Manager who eventually started in September. The delays in the recruitment process for a permanent co-ordinator and very short lead in time were to have a profound detrimental affect on the overall delivery of the Project which did not become fully operational until January 2006 when the Project Co-ordinator was appointed.

The Experience

The first intake to the project started health and safety training at the end of August. It was realised at this time that some of the evidence required to make a claim, as detailed in the funding model, was not available at the time indicated. It was also recognised that the payment to be made when each candidate reached six weeks on placement would be almost impossible to claim due to early drop out or candidates starting work.  Changes to the paperwork were agreed but a variation to the contract never issued by the Procurement Team.  JCP were unwilling to renegotiate the funding model in respect of the six week payment.

By February 2006 On Site had not been able to successfully draw down any monies from the contract.  Confusion regarding the evidence required continued, as did the meaning of terms such as ‘action plan’, ‘start of training’, ‘assessment’ and ‘confirmation of attendance’.  A delay to candidates ‘signing on’ day to meet employer requirements and extensions to ‘end date’ on the Project also remained areas of contention. Continual clarification of what was required by JCP, which included a change in the number of hours that could be done on placement, a requirement to continue ‘signing on’ rather than using postal signing, late confirmation that New Deal candidates were not eligible unless on follow-through and confusion over the end date of the contract, exacerbated difficulties managing the project.  These issues, together with On Site’s internal staff changes and difficulty appointing an NVQ assessor, meant that successful Project delivery proved to be exceedingly difficult at this stage and resulted in a breach of contract warning letter being issued in February 2006.  However, the FAM (financial appraisal and monitoring) team’s visit at the end of February resulted in a ‘Substantial Assurance’ award. Other than the FAM team visit no other monitoring visit was conducted by JCP throughout the life of the Project.  A meeting with JCP was requested early March to resolve outstanding difficulties but did not take place until 25 April which resulted in further delay to On Site being able to make claims from the contract to meet expenses.

This meeting appeared to resolve outstanding issues with the exception of  attendance monitoring.  Although a problem continued to be alluded to in subsequent correspondence, no further clarification was forthcoming from JCP.  It was agreed at the meeting that On Site could start clients in January 2007 so that between 60 and 80 candidates, estimated in the Marketing Plan would be necessary to take account of drop-out from health and safety training and placement, could start on the Project.  This would have enabled On Site to claim the maximum contracted outputs at each stage.  The Contract variation, to take effect from 1 October 2005, was finally agreed and signed in June 2006.

A new issue arose at this time regarding candidates who had completed a College qualification but had already received health and safety training and passed the test at College.  A letter requesting a ‘workaround’ was sent to JCP in May but no reply was ever received resulting in On Site being unable to claim three ‘start on provision’ payments, although these candidates were counted towards the total 50 starts allowed.
An Improvement Plan was sent to JCP in September and dates to meet to discuss were suggested.  However, no discussion of the Improvement Plan took place.  On 3 October 2006 a letter was received from the Procurement Manager to the effect that On Site had been incorrectly advised that referrals could be made in January.  The Project was closed to new beneficiaries, ahead of previously agreed schedules
What went well

Health and Safety Training

From January 2006 a questionnaire was issued to candidates at the end of the health and safety training period with the following results:

Question: The support and training I have received has increased my chances of finding work-
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creating constructive careers




Question: I achieved what I wanted as part of this provision




Question: Overall I am happy with the training, support and advice I received





Candidates were able to make use of ICT during the training period to prepare for the health and safety test.
Working with employers

A key objective of the Project was to work with local employers to address recruitment needs and to build bridges between the unemployed and employers. One of the barriers to candidates gaining employment in the construction industry has increasingly been not having the CSCS card.  The Project aimed to remove that barrier by providing health and safety training and accessing a work placement so that the necessary competencies for the card could be demonstrated.
Delay to the commencement of the West at Work Initiative caused difficulties accessing contractors working on the new shopping development in the City until March 2006, as did delays to the PFI process with regard to rebuilding the City’s schools. However, by working closely with the appropriate City Council Officers and contractors, the work placements on offer started to increase, so much so that by the summer there were more placements than candidates.
Five replies were received from the 14 evaluation questionnaires sent to employers.  Three of these employers did employ the candidate placed with them and have confirmed their intention to continue with the NVQ2 which will be important for sustainable well paid employment.  One of the employers commented the Project “provided us with good vetting period prior to job offer, at no risk or cost” and “would certainly consider taking this option again should further employees be required”.  Another was concerned that their candidate was working hard alongside someone earning three to four times the basic benefit rate.  A brickwork company felt that any project that encourages people into the industry is beneficial to employers but that it was important for trainees to spend time on site to understand the nature of the work before going to college to ensure that it was really what they wanted to do.
Working with candidates    
All of the candidates referred to the Project were multiply disadvantaged by the length of time they had been unemployed, lack of recent work experience, low level of basic skills and qualifications, low confidence, having no transport, with lifestyles often not conducive to going to work.  Combinations of these factors proved to be, for some, insurmountable barriers to attending a work placement to gain the CSCS card and valuable site experience.  It must be said that some candidates referred to the Project did not actually appear to want to get a job when the opportunity looked like becoming a reality.
The experience of candidates during the initial health and safety training appears to have been well received and borne out by the success rate. 39 candidates passed the health and safety test which in itself should enable them to gain employment on small sites.

Of the 44 candidates who joined the Project:
· 34 started work placements (30 claimed)
· 7 completed the 13 week placement 
· 7 candidates with an ICA qualification from College joined the Project and 3 placements were extended to 26 weeks
· 14 candidates in total went into work (9 claims had been made by end March 2007) 
· 25 candidates gained the CSCS card

· 3 were women
An evaluation questionnaire was sent to 42 candidates, only five responses were received.  Some comments were:
“overall good project but would be better with guaranteed work at the end”

“as I have far more experience now, this makes me more employable and I feel more confident in my chosen career”

One client commented the support that would have helped maintain the placement was extra money for food, given the need for a significantly higher calorie intake resulting from physically demanding work.
On Site is committed to promoting diversity in the workplace and to addressing social exclusion.  A key objective is to address under-representation in construction trades, especially residents of Neighbourhood Renewal Areas, females and black and minority ethnic groups. Analysis of referrals to the Project has revealed:
White


 31

White other

   1

Dual heritage             5

Black


   7

48% of starts on the Project lived in Neighbourhood Renewal areas of the City.  30% were ethnic minority candidates, 4 were lone parents and 3 were women.  
£49,793.78 (37%) was drawn down from funds available up to 30 March 2007.  In terms of contribution to the economy in the future by the 14 clients who went into work, the Project would appear to have been cost effective.

Case Study

L was referred to On Site following a period of drug rehabilitation and had been unemployed for two years.  He attended health and safety training and worked very hard.  He found it difficult as his reading ability was at a low level but strategies and resources were used to accommodate his needs and to help him with the theory.

In anticipation that L would pass the health and safety test, a work placement was arranged for him.  Unfortunately he failed the test twice.  His confidence and self esteem were now low and individual training sessions were arranged.   L passed on the third occasion and it was obvious that receiving the pass certificate meant a great deal to him.
He started his placement with a groundwork company.  At the first review the site foreman confirmed that L had not been late or missed any time in the first two weeks and had met the competencies for the CSCS card.  At the second review, four weeks later, full attendance was again confirmed and the foreman was talking about possible employment.   The following week a very excited mother was on the phone “over the moon” that L had been offered a job and would be signing off.  L was awarded ‘Best Adult Trainee’ of the year.  
Working with JCP advisers
All referrals to the Project came from JCP advisers.  A good working relationship with front-line advisers has been built up over the duration of the Project.

29% of the Project evaluation questionnaires were returned by advisers.
· 5 felt the service provided by On Site was very good, 5 good and 1               adequate

· one adviser would have liked the Project as a New Deal option

· another commented that all provision needs to be flexible, especially for vulnerable groups

· a NDDP adviser thought it was unrealistic to ask for a doctor’s letter to confirm candidate safe to work on site and commented that it would have been better if customers did not get the CSCS card so early in the programme

· one adviser would have liked placements organised more quickly

· two advisers expressed regret that the Project was finishing

What did not go so well
-
The nature of the construction industry did not fit well with the inflexibility of the JCP/ESF rules, eg changing signing days to meet employer requirements. It was also often difficult to start candidates on placement immediately after passing the health and safety test due to problems with the job or site, eg land found to be contaminated,  start date put back by main contractor,  supervisory personnel being moved around.  These delays did lead to some conflict with District Office.

-
23 candidates started placements but left early. Whilst the provision was voluntary and this in itself was a selling point to employers because it seemed to indicate a degree of motivation by the candidate to want to get back to work, it also proved to be a negative aspect as it was easy for candidates to drop out without communicating any reason or explanation for doing so.  There was little anyone could do about this and advisers fared little better in finding out why they left.  Some reasons given were:
 

too far to travel

don’t like the work 
return of panic attacks/mental health problems (one client went 
on to  commit suicide)

don’t want to work for nothing

back on drugs

25 candidates gained the CSCS card.  Follow-ups up to the end of March 2007 revealed that 12 candidates were still unemployed even though they had the CSCS card, the barrier to them working was obviously not the card. 
- 
One of the contracted outcomes was the achievement of one or two NVQ units.  Despite the early drop-outs and initial difficulties with assessment, 19 candidates gained at least one NVQ unit.  

-
37% of the total contract value of £134,525.00 was drawn down, as follows, up to 30 March 2007
	Outcome
	       Fee

         £
	No of claims to
30.3.07
	        £

	Project start
	    100.00   
	     41
	   4,100.00

	Placement start
	    400.00   
	     30
	 12,000.00

	6 weeks on placement
	    845.25 
	     14
	 11,833.50 

	NVQ unit achievement
	    840.78
	     17
	 14,293.26

	4 weeks in employment
	    840.78 
	       9
	   7,567.02

	
	
	Total claimed
	 49,793.78


(It is estimated that a further £4,203.90 will be claimed within 13 weeks of the end date of the contract – 40% of total value)  
- 
  At the start of the Project the referral paperwork from JCP advisers was often not completed accurately. This was an issue that did improve as the Project progressed.   A significant drop in the referral rate occurred mid-2006 which necessitated further marketing of the Project with advisers and managers.  Clearly regular marketing to advisers is required owing to the shear volume of information they are expected to consider when discussing options with clients and also due to the fact that they seem to regularly move around to different jobs or centres.
-
 7 candidates who had completed a College qualification (ICA or technical certificate) joined the Project.  5 bricklayers, 1 electrician and 1 plumber.  The electrician and plumber were both women.  The original project idea had been to assist these candidates to become fully qualified after leaving college, there being a real gap in provision and funding. The way the Project eventually evolved made this impossible to achieve in the time available - completion of the full NVQ would take a further 12 months and be dependent on the candidate finding an employer when their time with the Project ended. 
As an example of how complex it can be, one of our bricklayers, who had his placement extended to 26 weeks, achieved the two mandatory units and continued to work towards the NVQ2 on placement.  He quickly realised that it takes many years to become fast and consistent enough to earn the good wage he had expected.  He searched and networked for a job throughout his time on placement but could not find a gang willing to take him on as an ‘improver’.  Almost all bricklayers are self-employed and in established gangs that move from site to site.  Fortunately, On Site was able to make contact with the brickwork company contracted to work on the City’s school rebuild programme and they agreed to directly employ our candidate as an improver.  
This employment ended after four weeks when problems developed on site but he was now feeling confident enough to go self-employed and found work on another site in the City.  Engagement with the NVQ assessor will continue until he has completed his full NVQ2.
What could have been done better
· On Site should not have engaged with a Project that had an unworkable funding model.
· We should have recognised that it was unrealistic to expect candidates to work in the construction industry for 13 weeks for no extra money on top of benefits. Extra calorie intake is needed to meet the output required and many candidates complained of not having enough money for extra food.  The reality is that it is hard work and the realisation of this led a number of clients to leave placement early.  Site managers and foreman were also reluctant to keep men on unpaid placements if they met their requirements and offered employment as soon as they could, often within two or three weeks.  The result of all these factors was that the ‘six weeks on placement’ payment was claimed on only 14 occasions. 
· We could have dug deeper into motivations of candidates put forward by JCP to try to identify those who felt under pressure from their adviser to “do something” and hence joined the project with no real intention of getting a job.  However, this would undoubtedly have led to a shortage of candidates.
Most candidates tended to exaggerate previous work history and many were not as ‘work ready’ as we would have liked. Not having a steady stream of work ready clients, as a basis for developing relationships with employers, meant it took longer than expected to get the Project running smoothly. Four clients were known to have left due to the return of mental health problems, two were related to addiction, one went on to commit suicide.
· It should have been easier to tailor provision to meet individual need, the focus was around meeting the outputs required in the funding model so we could be paid for work done, e.g. to achieve the NVQ units candidates were mostly placed with groundworking companies because the units for this work were fairly straightforward to achieve and we found an assessor to do the work.  Also the construction sector is very much a full time industry and most employers were not interested in talk of part time placements.  The contractors on the Cabot site insisted on ten hour days being worked on consecutive days, which meant that candidates could only attend for three days.  This caused some friction with District when the signing day was normally a Wednesday, although individual advisers were always happy to accommodate a 24 hour delay to help beneficiaries into work.
Soft Outcomes

Although On Site was not contracted to achieve and did not measure soft outcomes and distance travelled, undoubtedly the candidates who attended the health and safety training and went on to get site experience did gain employability skills such as improved confidence, communication skills and timekeeping.  Our Somalian candidate vastly improved his language skills during his time on placement, having to communicate in ‘construction’ language not encountered before with workers from many different parts of the country.

Protecting and enhancing the environment
A key objective of the Project was to encourage residents of Bristol to take up local construction opportunities available in the City.  This will contribute to the reduction of congestion and pollution.  The use of public transport options was discussed with clients, ie walking, cycling and car sharing, and a flexible approach taken regarding assistance with travel expenses.

All waste paper, printer cartridges, etc., are recycled by On Site.
Lessons learned and Recommendations for future Programme
· ensure that a realistic plan and targets have been agreed with careful analysis of requirements so that problem areas can be ironed out before the project starts 
· make sure the agreed milestones are achievable and the nature of the client group does not impede on ability to be paid for work done
· working with long term unemployed people is challenging and therefore targets and expectations need to be realistic and provision should be flexible and tailored to the individual needs of the client
· opening up the opportunity to those with less entrenched barriers to employment, ie unemployed for less than 6 months, would have helped with development of relationships with employers
· have a sufficient lead-in time to make sure the groundwork has been done before clients taken on
· take time to research other organisations who may have attempted similar work with the client group to learn from the problems they encountered
· conflict needs to be resolved quickly so that time and resources are not wasted
· the nature of the construction industry does not fit well with the rigidity of JCP Provider Guidance and ESF rules
· the funding should fit a workable project rather than the project trying to fit the funding available
· working in the construction industry is hard work which requires extra food intake and clothing, the cost of which cannot be met from basic benefit, a small daily allowance is essential
· although it was useful for candidates to gain two units towards the NVQ2, it is gaining full qualification and  the craft/skilled card that will lead to well paid sustainable employment.  This should be a feature in the development of any future project.
Conclusion

The Constructive ESF Project was a unique opportunity to work with long term unemployed adults to try to engage them with the currently buoyant construction sector.  It was a struggle to get it going and keep up the momentum, for all the reasons detailed in this evaluation, but some comfort can be taken from the fact that so many candidates managed to pass the health and safety test and fourteen people went into work - despite the barriers, baggage and disadvantage.  Armed with the experiences of the past 18 months and now having good lines of communication in place with all the necessary partners we can learn from mistakes and problems encountered to make any future project more successful and compatible with the construction industry.
Anne Day

On Site Bristol 

March 2007
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