
Working together to boost local 
construction Apprenticeships 
through public procurement



Introduction

As the organisation responsible for 
Apprenticeships across England, the 
National Apprenticeship Service within the 
Skills Funding Agency strongly supports this 
approach. With an Apprenticeship offering 
a combination of offsite and onsite training 
and work experience, it can be an excellent 
start to a career in just about any sector 
and, with the number of Apprenticeship 
starts in the construction sector falling in 
recent years1, the Government is particularly 
keen to see more apprentices in this sector. 

The National Apprenticeship Service 
works closely with the construction sector 
to provide world class Apprenticeships, 
including craft based Apprenticeships in 
construction and building engineering 
to equip people with the depth of skills 
and knowledge that provides a secure 
foundation for future careers. The National 
Apprenticeship Service believes that close 
partnerships between construction firms 
and Local Authorities to maximise training 
and Apprenticeship opportunities, including 
through procurement, can boost local 
skills levels.

However, without effective dialogue, 
some of the objectives set out in 
procurement contracts – whilst set with 
the best intentions – can have unintended 
consequences leading to apprentices being 
unable to complete their Apprenticeships.  
This guidance note is intended to help 
both Local Authorities and contractors 
ensure that public procurement policy and 
processes benefit the apprentices, the local 
skills base and the construction sector.

1Final figures indicate that Apprenticeship starts in the ‘Construction, 
Planning and the Built Environment’ fell to 24,000 in 2011/12 
compared with just over 28,000 in the previous year.

Public procurement is a key means of upskilling 
local workforces and supporting youth employment, 
and Local Authorities are increasingly focusing 
on Apprenticeships as a catalyst for growth.



What is an Apprenticeship?

Apprenticeships are gaining an increasingly 
high profile, with over 500,000 starts 
across the economy in England in the 
last academic year. This is quite right at 
a time when nearly as many people are 
undertaking Apprenticeships as are going 
into Higher Education.

Apprenticeships are proper jobs with 
structured training to prescribed standards 
that require a significant time investment 
by the employee and employer (typically 
an Advanced Level Apprenticeship 
in construction takes 3 years). For an 
employer, taking on an apprentice must fit 
with its work patterns and skills needs. In 
construction, where work is from project to 
project, consideration must be given to the 
labour and skills needs of each project and 
what is therefore practical to deliver.

Apprenticeships are at the 
heart of our goal to support 
a stronger economy.
The Rt. Hon. Vince Cable MP 
Secretary of State for Business, 
Innovation & Skills



Potential problems 
with procurement policies 

Apprenticeship requirements that do 
not take into consideration the length of 
the project against the time required to 
complete an Apprenticeship framework. 
With completion of a Level 2 Apprenticeship 
taking up to 2 years, and an additional year 
to reach Level 3, shorter term contracts on 
their own clearly cannot fully support such 
Apprenticeships.   

Setting Apprenticeship requirements 
based upon a volumetric measurement 
of x recruited per £m of contract 
value without carrying out a detailed 
skills profile of the project can lead to 
uncompleted Apprenticeships.  Whilst 
a particular project may appear to 
be of sufficient duration to support 
Apprenticeship delivery, there may not be 
sufficient trade-specific activity to support 
a completed framework.  For example, 
within a 2 year project, there may only be 
6 months of brickwork.  As an apprentice 
cannot transfer between trade frameworks, 
there must be an analysis of what trade 
activity is to be undertaken within the 
project to establish the number of 
Apprenticeships in particular trades that 
can be supported. 

In the light of the preceding point, 
requirements that restrict contractors 
to recruiting new starter apprentices 
can cause problems. Whilst this is an 
understandable aspiration of procurement 
managers, this may lead to apprentices 
being unable to complete their 
Apprenticeships on the project.

Requirements on contractors to recruit 
apprentices entirely from within the 
Local Authority area can, in some 
circumstances, be unsustainable. With 
the construction workforce being highly 
mobile and many contractors operating 
across the country, it may not be feasible 
for a company based in a different area of 
the country to support a locally recruited 
apprentice once they have completed their 
element of the project. 

Setting requirements without a prior 
assessment of construction sector skills 
needs within the Local Authority area 
can lead to an oversupply of apprentices 
in some trades whilst an under supply in 
another trade remains unaddressed.

Despite the adoption of much best practice on procurement 
policy, the continued existence of contractual requirements 
along the following lines can cause difficulties:



Case studies

Case study 1
A Local Authority awarded a £5m contract 
to a construction firm on a phase 1 
development of an infrastructure project. 
The contract contained a requirement for 
the contractor to recruit 2 apprentices to 
work on the project per £1m of contract 
value from within Local Authority area.

Although the contract was of significant 
financial value, the total planned 
duration of the project was under 7 
months, which was insufficient time to 
undertake and complete any recognised 
construction Apprenticeship framework. 
Whilst the contractor already employed 
over 30 apprentices within the business, 
none could be counted against the KPI 
measurement.

As the contractor was working outside of 
its standard geographic area, recruiting 
apprentices only from the local area 
presented significant operational 
difficulties, with many potential 
apprentices put off by the prospect of 
having to travel up to 40 miles to the 
contractor’s next nearest project once the 
local project was completed.  As a result, 
interest from local young people was 
limited and, ultimately, only 2 apprentices 
were recruited against the target of 10, 
with one of these subsequently leaving 
the company due to excessive travel 
requirements.    

Case study 2 
A contractor won a contract with a 
housing association (with close local 
authority involvement) to build residential 
tower blocks. As part of the contract it 
was required to take on local apprentices 
in a specialist trade.

The project lasted 48 weeks. With the 
on-site work for their trade only taking 30 
weeks, there was insufficient time for the 
apprentices to complete the training and 
develop the skills required to sustain long 
term employment.

At the end of the project, the apprentices 
were left in limbo. They had not completed 
their training and, because they were 
asked to undertake a very specialist skills 
programme, the contractor was unable to 
utilise them on its other sites in the area.  
Despite the best intentions, the contractor 
has had to temporarily release the 
apprentices, although they may be able to 
offer them work on a similar project later 
this year.



Best practice

– Rather than being too prescriptive, prior 
to tendering, the client should establish 
early dialogue with contractors to agree 
what is feasible. Contractors will often 
have a good sense of local skills gaps.

– When assessing what requirements 
to incorporate into the contract, if the 
successful bidder already has a strong 
Apprenticeships policy, it may be helpful 
to take this into account.

– Discuss with the successful contractor(s) 
as soon as possible after awarding the 
contract the specific opportunities that 
the work and its scheduling offer to 
agree specific targets.

– Avoid focusing any requirements 
entirely on new entrant apprentices.  
Requirements that allow contractors 
to recruit apprentices – or include 
current apprentices - part way through 
their training are more likely to enable 
apprentices to complete their training 
on the project. Shared Apprenticeship 
Schemes (SASs) run by CITB and other 
Apprenticeship Training Agencies (ATAs) 
can help contractors identify any such 
apprentices (see sources of help and 
advice below).

– Work with neighbouring Local 
Authorities to consider the skills 
opportunities that a combined range of 
projects across a wider geographical area 
can offer young people. Again, SASs 
and ATAs can help here, and not limiting 
Apprenticeship recruitment to a single 
Local Authority area can reduce the 
likelihood of a local apprentice not being 
able to find sufficient public project 
work to complete their Apprenticeship.  
Working collaboratively may even 
increase the number of Apprenticeship 
outcomes achieved for each stakeholder.

– Ensure a skills profile or labour analysis 
is undertaken on each project prior to 
establishing Apprenticeship recruitment 
KPIs. This is best undertaken jointly with 
input from contractors, and will ensure 
targets set are both realistic and relevant.  
It can also inform the choice of the 
most appropriate delivery vehicle for any 
Apprenticeships (i.e. direct employment 
or via SAS/ATA). 

Experience has shown that, from the perspective of 
the procurer, effective ways of addressing the issues 
highlighted above, and of maximising the benefit of any 
Apprenticeship-related requirements in procurement 
contracts, include the following:

What the Housing Association sector recognised in 
Lancashire was that there was a very real problem 
in getting apprentices to finish their qualification 
during some procurement contracts and we have 
really seen the benefits to our supply chain as well 
as the apprentices through the use of the CITB 
Shared Apprenticeship Scheme.

Michael Birkett 
Chairman of Lancashire Housing Partnership 
and CEO of Calico Ltd



Case studies

Case study 3
A contractor won a contract with a housing 
association, where the emphasis was 
on early dialogue and building a strong 
working relationship. Client and contractor 
meet every 4 weeks to discuss progress on 
training.

At the start of the 2.5 year contract, the 
contractor and association sat down and 
discussed what training opportunities 
could practically be delivered through the 
project. These discussions were based on 
understanding the skills and labour needs of 
the project and on what opportunities could 
therefore be provided.

As a result, agreement was reached on:

1 Providing sustainable Apprenticeships 

2 Working with the local FE college 
to take some of their construction 
diploma students and converting 
these into NVQs

3 Linking with 5 local schools to provide 
work experience placements.

  



Sources of help and advice

The National Apprenticeship Service 
can advise Local Authorities and contractors 
on making the most of available 
opportunities via its website: 
apprenticeships.org.uk 
or its Helpline 08000 150 600.  

Information on ATAs can also be found on 
the employer section of the website. 

CITB can advise on support available 
for young people and employers when 
considering undertaking or recruiting for an 
Apprenticeship. This includes information 
on CITB grants available to in-scope 
employers to support employment as well 
as funding towards the cost of training 
delivered in local colleges.

CITB can also provide support through 
its Shared Apprenticeship Schemes 
across England which are managed 
via collaborative partnerships between 
local stakeholders and construction 
companies. CITB provides additional 
funding in support of these schemes to 
maximise Apprenticeship opportunities 
and deliver additional relevant skills to local 
communities and the construction industry.

For further information on CITB grants, 
funding, and Shared Apprenticeship 
Schemes contact:

steve.hearty@citb.co.uk

or visit

www.citb.co.uk

Further Solutions and Tools: supporting 
the provision of Apprenticeships across 
Construction 

As a client, developer or contractor, the 
Labour Forecasting Tool allows users to 
predict the labour demand on projects from 
maintenance, repair and refurbishment to 
infrastructure, given only the project type, 
its value or gross floor area, and its start and 
end dates. 

Forecasts are produced on a month-by-
month and trade-by-trade basis. This 
powerful tool is web-based, ensuring 
access to the most up-to-date information. 
The tool can be used on projects of any 
size or value, and to aggregate the labour 
demand across any number of projects. This 
can help to identify in which occupations 
Apprenticeship opportunities may be 
realised. 

Complementing the Labour Forecasting 
Tool, the Client Based Approach 
Guidance backed by industry, ensures 
that all tiers of the construction and 
built environment supply chain can 
grow their business through engaging in 
supporting Apprenticeships, employment 
and skills. The approach provides end-
to-end guidance for anyone who has a 
responsibility for procuring construction 
work, to aid the creation of employment 
and skills interventions, including 
Apprenticeships, vocational qualifications, 
and work placements that are relevant and 
proportionate to the construction activity 
being procured. 

For more information on the Labour 
Forecasting Tool and the Client Based 
Approach Guidance please contact:

sarah.fenton@citb.co.uk

or visit

www.citb.co.uk



Supporting organisations

National Federation of Builders
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For more information 
Visit apprenticeships.org.uk

Or call free phone 
08000 150 600

Follow us on Twitter 
Twitter.com/apprenticeships

Become a fan of Apprenticeships 
Facebook.com/apprenticeships




