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Meeting minutes: AoC devolution and responsiveness group 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

Date & time:   25 January 2018 

Location:  AoC London offices 
 

Attendance: 

 

Alison Birkinshaw (York College), Andy Wilson (Capital City Colleges Group), Asfa Sohail 

(Havering College), Gary Hughes (LTE Group), Jan Edrich (Eastleigh College), Lee Probert 

(City of Bristol College), Lis Smith (Preston’s College), Lowell Williams (Dudley College), 

Katrina Dougherty ( Hertford Regional College) Marcus Clinton (Northumberland 

College), Nav Chohan (Shipley College), Pat Carvalho (HCUC / Harrow), Stephen Criddle 

(South Devon College), Zoe Lewis (Middlesbrough College), Julian Gravatt (AoC) Richard 

Caulfield (AoC), Shane Chowen (AoC) 

 

 

Lowell Williams was confirmed as chair of the group. 

 

Work Local  

 

Learning and Work Institute (LWI) chief executive, Stephen Evans, joined the meeting to 

explain the Work Local project LWI had carried out in 2017 for the Local Government 

Association (LGA). The case made in the report is that: 

 

• improvements in skills and employment levels could bring improvements in 

productivity that could increase GDP by £90 billion by 2025. 

 

• public spending on education, skills and employment programmes amounts to 

£10 billion but could be managed better. 

 

• a devolution plan extending beyond current measures could secure the 

productivity gains. The plan should involve differential devolution with local 

labour market agreements to agree outcomes and with local government using 

its convening power to achieve change. 

 

LGA has been consulting with councils on the report which is available on their website 

here https://www.local.gov.uk/topics/employment-and-skills/work-local 

 

Adult education budget devolution  

https://www.local.gov.uk/topics/employment-and-skills/work-local


 

 

 

 

 

DfE's Alex Sutherland confirmed that all the mayoral combined authorities had opted 

for an influencing role over AEB allocations in 2018-19 rather than the delegation role 

offered as an alternative. Plans were now in hand for full devolution to take effect in 

2019-20 but the timetable would be challenging because of the need to resolve a 

number of administrative and data issues as well as secure Parliamentary approval for 

regulations. The current plan is to present the regulations to Parliament before the 

summer recess with the aim to have everything in place by November 2017.   

 

Work is currently focusing on 7 mayoral combined authorities (MCAs). Although the 

Chancellor announced a planned devolution deal with the 3 North of Tyne authorities, 

the planned combined authority is unlikely to be ready in time. Discussions within the 

Sheffield City Region about the possibility of a larger Yorkshire deal are also holding up 

developments there.  

 

DfE has asked MCAs to return draft skills plans by the end of January and is considering 

the detail of the readiness conditions mentioned in the original deals, These are likely to 

be applied in May. 

 

The group explored various administrative issues in the discussion including: 

 

• the added complexity for colleges in dealing with an Combined authority run AEB 

for residents living in the areas alongside an ESFA run national AEB for those 

who live outside in non-devolved areas 

 

• the likelihood that some MCAs would want to use public procurement to select 

providers rather than maintain continuing grant funding. 

 

• the fact that some MCAs might have a conflict of interest when it came to local 

authority adult education services 

 

• whether the allocation of AEB across the country to different combined 

authorities really reflects need 

 

• the plan that MCAs will have full access to Individual Learner Record data but the 

possibility they will want additional data fields. The need to resolve audit, 

performance reporting and inspection responsibilities. 

 

• the responsibility on MCAs not to destabilise the provider base. 

 

• the degree to which MCAs will be able to use AEB funds to support courses 

which cannot are not eligible for funding in the current rules. 

 

• the incentives that may exist for colleges to shift the balance of their current AEB 

delivery to residents outside devolved areas to maximise their entitlement to the 

national AEB  

 



 

 

 

 

The group agreed that devolution created opportunities to improve the system but that 

these are significant risks which needed to be widely understood by colleges and by 

both central and local government. 

 

European Social Fund 

 

AoC's Julian Gravatt reported on recent developments on ESF: 

 

• officials are looking at the option of extending the end date for skills contracts 

from 2018 to March 2019. 

 

• the UK/EU27 negotiations open up the possibility that UK will continue to 

participate in ESF during the transition period but details are unclear. 

 

• the planned consultation on the Shared Prosperity Fund is delayed pending 

these decisions. The prospect of longer term change also makes officials 

reluctant to examine short-term changes to co-funding rules. 

 

AoC policy position 

 

There was a discussion on how the group could contribute to developing a policy 

position on skills devolution and what a policy paper could involve. The paper could 

usefully include detail to improve understanding of the changes involved. A suggested 

structure for the paper is: 

 

• an explanation of what is happening and what is planned 

• the issues and risks 

• what colleges should do to prepare (eg enhanced collaboration) 

• what combined authorities should do 

• what national government should do 

 

AoC’s Julian Gravatt agreed to circulate a draft during February. 

 

Update on devolution areas 

 

There was an update from group members about developments in different areas:  

 

• Andy Wilson said that GLA has set up a skills taskforce and has produced a draft 

skills strategy but that this is very high level and there is a lot to do to clarify 

plans. 

 

• Richard Caufield said that Greater Manchester Combined Authority has 

identified that fact that 90% of AEB is used in 12 organisations with the other 

10% distributed among another 72. The current focus on attention is on the 10%. 

He said that Liverpool City Region has established several committees to oversee 

skills devolution but that this is providing quite burdensome. 

 



 

 

 

 

• Lee Probert said that the different boundaries for the combined authority and 

LEP are causing some difficulties. West of England CA will be taking over an area 

covering 3 local authorities but 174 providers. 

 

• Nav Choohan said that West Yorkshire LEP had identified a significant capital 

funding requirement in the area. 

 

• Lowell Williams said that WMCA has worked with the Skills and Productivity 

Group of colleges on its draft skills plan and that there were other collaborative 

activities underway including a shared bit to DfE’s flexible learning fund and 

projects with the Gatsby foundation and with Localis. 

 

Meeting started at 1100 and finished at 1430 

 

Next meeting 

26 April 2018 


