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1. Industry Profile

The Polymer Sector comprises four discrete processing areas: Plastics Processing, Rubber Processing, Polymer Composite Processing and Sign Making. Just under 14,000 companies operate within the sector employing some 286,000 employees. This figure rises to approximately 400,000 employees when companies who process polymers as a secondary operation to their main business, are taken into consideration. The industry is extremely dynamic being subject to many changes and opportunities arising from technological change, development of new materials and processing technology and not least, the development of new products and changes in consumer requirements. 

The industries require innovators, technologists, designers and highly skilled processing technicians to remain at the forefront of developments and changes in the worlds demand for more versatile, lightweight, low cost and energy saving products and applications.

Products and component parts developed using polymers, are used in many applications and each year the demand steadily grows.

*Aerospace * Automotive * Marine * Defence * Medical * Electrical * Electronic 
* Construction * Transportation * Consumer & Domestic Products * Leisure

Engineers and designers are on an ever increasing scale becoming aware of the important position polymers play across a wide band of engineering applications. Advances in electronic and automotive engineering depend heavily on polymers. The aerospace industry would grind to a halt without advanced plastic and polymer composites. The automotive industry and its need to reduce carbon emissions require the use of lighter materials that can be formed into complex shapes to assist with this process.

The ability of polymers to be moulded to very complex shapes gives the designer the opportunity to design for assembly, to reduce overall cost and produce a more efficient end product. For the future, composites look set to play an even greater role. Both thermoplastic and thermosetting plastics reinforced with glass, carbon and aramid fibres have already made their mark on products from racing cars to tennis rackets. In industry, advanced polymers and composites are everywhere replacing metal components in processes from food production to nuclear processing. Polymers have revolutionised the sports goods, household appliance and electronic industries, and tissue compatible plastics, have made an enormous impact on the design of medical equipment and prostheses.

Rubber processing is also as equally diversified in its application as plastics and composites. Providing sealing rings to the space shuttle and notably tyre manufacture. If you watch Formulae 1 Grand Prix Racing you would know that tyre selection based on design, construction and texture plays a significant part in winning a race. 

It has been often said that “If it wasn’t for the Sign Making industry you wouldn’t know who or what we were” Plastics in the form of Acrylic is used extensively within the industry for both illuminated and non-illuminated displays. The design of the signage can inform an individual about many things, including the perceived importance of an organisation. Companies involved within this sector are often micro companies employing only one or two individuals but can rise significantly with national franchised organisations.

Cogent Sector Skills Council, which has taken over the important role formerly provided by the Polymer National Training Organisation & British Polymer Training Association, has the responsibility to assist companies operating within the sector to improve productivity and competitiveness through Workforce Development Initiatives. More about these initiatives are outlined in other sections of the website. 

2. Employer Networks

There are various forms of engagement facilitated by Cogent representatives. 

Individual company engagement to discuss specific issues and providing assistance on a bespoke basis. 


Engagement with Trade Associations and Industry Organisations to assist with common industry or processing issues.

However, equally as important is facilitating engagement between employers from all the sectors with Government and Devolved Administrations. This extends to regional and local agencies such as Regional Development Agencies and Learning and Skills Councils.

Specific Forums have and continue to be set up regionally, to ensure that the industry can engage directly with those people and agencies responsible for assisting companies within a specific geographical area or a particular process to prosper and grow. Your company may not have access to local Training and Education Provision. You may have difficult recruitment and expansion problems. You may have specific skills shortage problems. You may wish to simply share best practice in workforce development issues with other companies within your sector or region. 

Consequently two types of Forums are being established throughout the UK:

Executive Forums

These are Strategic decision making groups of senior personnel from industry and trade associations who establish industry key issues, match with regional agency strategies and businesses plans, and formulate common actions and projects for implementation. These are not talking shops, but Forums for action which in the main but not always, will ensure that investment for growth of the sector is secured for a particular region or locality. Examples of such initiatives include:

· North East Executive Forum 


As a result of Teesside Tertiary College wishing to sell off all its polymer processing equipment and withdrawing from any provision of vocational training for the plastics sector, coinciding with Newcastle University no longer offering a National Certificate in Polymer Engineering, the industries in the North East had no provision for Apprentices, short course programmes for existing employees and development courses for new starters. An Executive Forum was established with the specific task of engaging forcefully with the Regional Development Agency and the four Learning and Skills Councils in the region to rectify this situation. The outcomes of this type of engagement have resulted in:

· One college and one independent training organisation being fully equipped to offer a full and extensive programme of vocational and educational programmes for the polymer sector. 

· A funded Labour Market Intelligence and Skills Survey 

· Funding to support a careers campaign in the North East

The Polymer Leadership Council

The first meeting of the newly formed Polymer Leadership Council (PLC) took place at the end of 2004 and its representatives from across the industry are clear about the group’s mission. Cogent Board member, Dr Michael Cross, speaking on behalf of the group said: “Workforce development has become a critical issue right across the plastics industry. Sector skills are now further up the business agenda, but there is still much to be done if we are to secure a successful and sustainable future for plastics companies large and small.

 “And in order to exploit the new technologies available in relation to innovation, design and process technology, the industry needs a constant intake of new employees both at school-leaver age and from colleges and universities.   

 “Collectively we will be working with and helping to steer Cogent, our sector skills council, to ensure that we tackle the skills gap and recruit for long-term success, through the formation of an agreed strategy and delivery plan.”

The PLC is made up of two groups. The first is stakeholder members including representatives from trade associations, trade unions, Cogent SSC, DTI and agencies from devolved assemblies.  The PLC executive group comprises employers drawn from the councils of the polymer industry’s trade associations, the Chairs of the Regional Executive Forums and the two polymer Board members of Cogent.  It will work with Cogent to agree priorities, and will influence and champion the polymer industry’s priorities with key stakeholders.  

The executive group will also maintain close contact with the other programmes and priorities in the polymer industry, taking into account changes in the competitive environment while at the same time ensuring that all businesses reflect the importance of the skills agenda in all their activities.  


Employer Learning Networks

These are located in the same regions as the Executive Forums but comprise personnel from industry to include: HR & Personnel managers, Training managers or staff, NVQ practitioners and/or personnel with responsibility for training and workforce development issues.

Their function is purely operational and will share non sensitive best practice training material and delivery infrastructures to enable other companies to benefit and avoid unnecessary duplication. They will engage with local Learning and Skills Councils to maximise funding support for common and specific training and employee development initiatives. A key task and activity is to ensure that local education and training providers deliver what is required and reverse the general tendency to be supply driven as opposed to demand led. 

Some groups have developed programmes for NVQ assessor/verifier sharing between companies in order to progress employee skill and knowledge development programmes. Discussions are also underway relating to workforce sharing or pooling, enabling companies to be more flexible in their approach to varying customer orders or sudden increases in new product or customer orders. 

Employers from around the regions for both levels of engagement are requested to become involved in existing Forums and assist with the setting up and development of new Forums. Interested organisations from the Sector should contact Brian Manning - tel: 0845 226 9316; mob: 07974 563115. 

3. Labour Market Information and Reports – Polymers

Key Polymers Employment Facts 

	Region / Home Country
	Number of Employers
	% of Employers
	Number of Employees
	% of Employees

	North East
	300
	4%
	11,000
	6%

	North West
	1,000
	13%
	27,900
	14%

	Yorkshire and The Humber
	800
	11%
	20,400
	10%

	East Midlands
	800
	11%
	23,300
	12%

	West Midlands
	900
	12%
	23,400
	12%

	Eastern
	800
	11%
	21,000
	11%

	London
	400
	5%
	7,300
	4%

	South East
	1,000
	13%
	19,200
	10%

	South West
	700
	9%
	14,800
	7%

	Wales
	400
	5%
	12,100
	6%

	Scotland
	400
	5%
	10,500
	5%

	Northern Ireland *
	-
	-
	7,600
	4%

	Total
	7,500
	100%
	198,500
	96%


Source:  Annual Business Inquiry (2004)
* Based on SIC 25 - data not available
4. Education and qualifications

Shaping qualifications fit for business: assuring careers in industry Bite-sized qualifications: Cogent is working on re-shaping qualifications fit for business. We are developing a bite- sized flexible, modular approach that supports continuous professional development.  New accredited modules will support employees at all levels and as they progress upwards from NVQ 2 and 3 through to new Foundation Degrees and beyond.  

With Cogent’s guidance, employers can shape Foundation Degrees to suit their needs, and develop a real progression path for apprenticeships.  Working with Cogent, employers have also directly influenced the content and structure of qualifications aimed at potential future employees whilst they are still at school.
14-19 Diplomas: Cogent works in partnership on the development of Diplomas – Engineering and Manufacturing – along with other SSCs including Skillsfast, Proskills and SEMTA.  The Diplomas represent new, world class qualifications designed to stretch and challenge young people whether they are wanting to continue learning or go into the workplace.
The Engineering Diploma
This new qualification will be available from September 2008.  It will give young people of all abilities the opportunity to gain knowledge and engineering principles and develop their skills in a practical work related environment. In addition to engineering knowledge, the diploma will provide young people with useful general skills that are applicable to a wide range of engineering disciplines. These include skills such as numeracy problem solving and team working.

The Engineering Diploma also offers young people the option to learn about specific industry areas or disciplines allowing the student to specialise in an area that interests them.

For more information visit www.engineeringdiploma.com or email ian.moores@cogent-ssc.com
The Manufacturing Diploma
This new qualification will be available from September 2009. It will offer students the chance to gain a real understanding of the practical skills and knowledge required to work in the Manufacturing sectors in the UK. It will introduce learners to the manufacturing environment and industries and its impact on the lives of individuals and communities. The Diploma will provide the basic knowledge for all students wishing to gain an understanding of manufacturing practices and processes, whilst also offering the opportunity for the application of technical skills in a real work environment.
For more information visit www.manufacturingdiploma.co.uk or email ian.moores@cogent-ssc.com or enquiries@manufacturingdiploma.co.uk
The Diplomas have been introduced by the Government, via Sector Skills Councils, to improve the opportunities for young people (aged 14-19) as they consider what area of work and what kind of education will help them to develop their skills to match what employers are looking for.

Business Improvement Techniques
Business Improvement Techniques: Cogent and PICME have adapted the current Business improvement Techniques (BIT) NVQ to meet the requirements of our industries.  With members’ input, the NVQ has been modified to include a Process Industries Stream of Learning.
5. National Skills Academy for Process Industries

Last October the Department for Education and Skills (DfES) gave the green light to develop a business plan for a Process Industries National Skills Academy (NSAPI). If successful, the new Academy will go live at the end of 2007.

Cogent Sector Skills Council submitted the bid working with and on behalf of employers.

The process industries produce hundreds of essentials for our daily lives from biofuels and plastics, through to rubber, synthetic fibres for clothing, pharmaceuticals and crucial chemical additives which transform, strengthen and make safe many end user products. The process industries which include chemicals, pharmaceutical and polymers manufacturing have a combined turnover of £67.1 billion and a Gross Value Added in excess of £23 billion, which is over 15% of total UK manufacturing GVA.

Skills development is vital to meet the future needs of UK process and chemistry based businesses, who are operating in a highly competitive global marketplace.

What is the model for NSAPI? 

NSAPI will be based on a hub and spoke model. A small centre will provide leadership and accreditation and a network of public and private training centres around the UK will deliver the training.

NSAPI will be rolled out across all the process industries including chemicals, pharmaceuticals and polymers.  Based on Cogent defined standards, the Academy will define and accredit regional provision, which will sit within a national framework (for example training accredited in the South East will will recognised in the North West). NSAPI will ensure this common framework. We also envisage community clusters of provision - which once again will be led by a national framework.

What will it do?

The Academy will: 
· deliver high quality training based on world class standards; 

· build networks with a range of existing learning providers, so that new approaches and higher standards are shared across the sector and with other SSCs, and benefit both employees and employers; 

· provide leading edge teaching in a modern learning environment; 

· establish centres of innovation aimed at shaping training programmes to meet the sectors’ needs; 

· be flexible, working closely with employers; 

· be part of the formal education system; 

· deliver to SMEs through regional clusters. 
The Business Planning stage will fully define the funding required. NSAPI itself will be a lean organisation. We are asking individual employers to each provide up to £20,000 funding in the first three years – and we have already raised over £400,000 for NSAPI. Our target is in excess of £1million. 
The Government is funding the business development stage, longer term the Academy will be expected to be self-funding. The government has said that employer sponsorship will fund about 50% of the capital costs (buildings and equipment) of a National Skills Academy with about 35% coming from the Government and the remainder from the other sources such as European funding. 

6. List of Cogent NVQ/SVQs

	N/SVQ
	Awarding Body

	Process Engineering Maintenance Level 2
	PAA/VQSET and City and Guilds

	Process Engineering Maintenance Level 3
	PAA/VQSET and City and Guilds

	Chemical, Pharmaceutical and Petro Chemical Manufacture Level 1
	PAA/VQSET and City and Guilds

	Chemical, Pharmaceutical and Petro Chemical Manufacture Level 2
	PAA/VQSET and City and Guilds

	Chemical, Pharmaceutical and Petro Chemical Manufacture Level 3
	PAA/VQSET and City and Guilds

	Chemical, Pharmaceutical and Petro Chemical Manufacture Level 4
	PAA/VQSET and City and Guilds

	Safety Services Oil and Gas Extraction Level 2
	SQA

	Safety Services Oil and Gas Extraction Level 3
	SQA

	Offshore Crane Operations Level 2
	SQA

	Offshore Deck Operations Level 2
	SQA

	Processing Operations : Hydrocarbons Level 1
	SQA

	Processing Operations : Hydrocarbons Level 2
	SQA and City and Guilds

	Processing Operations : Hydrocarbons Level 3
	SQA and City and Guilds

	Processing Operations : Hydrocarbons (Control Room) Level 3
	SQA and City and Guilds

	Well Services : Electric Logging Level 2
	SQA

	Well Services : Electric Logging Level 3
	SQA

	Well Services : Mechanical Wireline Level 2
	SQA

	Well Services : Tubing Operations Level 2
	SQA

	Offshore Drilling Operations Level 1
	SQA

	Offshore Drilling Operations Level 2
	SQA

	Offshore Drilling Operations Level 3
	SQA

	Metering Maintenance Level 3
	SQA

	Measurement Processes Level 3
	SQA

	Bulk Liquid Warehousing Level 2
	SQA and City and Guilds 

	Refinery Field Operations Level 3
	SQA and City and Guilds

	Refinery Control Room Operations Level 3
	SQA and City and Guilds

	Nuclear Technology Decommissioning Level 2
	City and Guilds

	Oil Fired Technical Services Level 2
	City and Guilds

	Oil Fired Technical Services Level 3
	City and Guilds

	Polymer Processing and Related Operations Level 1
	SASL

	Polymer Processing and Related Operations Level 2
	SASL

	Polymer Processing and Related Operations Level 3
	SASL

	Sign making Level 2
	SASL/BSGA

	Sign making Level 3
	SASL/BSGA

	Business-Improvement Techniques Level 2
	SASL


7. Current Cogent MAs

England and Wales

1. Advanced apprenticeship in Polymer Processing

One of the following NVQs at level 2:

· Polymer Processing and Related Operations

· Performing Engineering Operations

And the following NVQ at level 3:

· Polymer Processing and Related Operations
The Technical Certificate for this Framework is the BTEC National Certificate in Polymer Processing & Materials Technology awarded by Edexcel. The qualification encompasses 720 hrs over the period of study and is made up of 12 units. This qualification has been accredited from the 1st May 2003 until the 30th April 2008. The qualification reference number is 100/2996/5.
2. Advanced apprenticeship in Signmaking

Both of the following;

· Level 3 NVQ in Signmaking and 

· SASL Certificate in Signmaking (underpinning knowledge)

3. Foundation Apprenticeship in Polymer Processing and Signmaking

One of the following NVQs at level 2:

· Polymer Processing & Related Operations

· Signmaking

4. Foundation Apprenticeship in Chemical, Pharmaceutical, Petro-Chemical Manufacturing and Refining Industries  

One of the following NVQs at level 2:

· Process Operations

· Process Engineering Maintenance

· Laboratory and Associated Technical Activities

5. Advanced Apprenticeship in Chemical, Pharmaceutical, Petro-Chemical Manufacturing and Refining Industries  

One of the following NVQs at level 3:

· Refinery Field Operations

· Process Operations

· Process Engineering Maintenance

· Laboratory and Associated Technical Activities

And one of the following technical certificates at level 3:

· City & Guilds Certificate in Process Technology

· BTEC National Certificate in Applied Science (Laboratory and Industrial Science)

· BTEC National Diploma in Applied Science (Laboratory and Industrial Science)

· BTEC National Certificate in Operations and Maintenance Engineering

· BTEC National Diploma in Operations and Maintenance Engineering

· BTEC National Certificate in Mechanical Engineering

· BTEC National Certificate in Electrical/Electronic Engineering

· BTEC National Award in Engineering
Scotland

1. Modern Apprenticeship in Polymer Processing

ONE of the following SVQ(s) at level 2:

· Polymer and Related Operations


· Performing Engineering Operations
And the following SVQ at level 3:

· S/NVQ-Polymer Processing and Related Operations

And one of the following enhancements must be achieved:

· HNC Injection Moulding Technology**

· HNC Engineering**

2. Modern Apprenticeship in Signmaking

Both of the following SVQ(s):

· Signmaking (level 2)

· Signmaking (level 3)

3. Modern Apprenticeship in Chemicals and Petroleum Industries
ONE of the following SVQ(s) at level 3:

· Process Engineering Maintenance

· Process Operations (Chemical and Pharmaceutical)

· Laboratory Operations (LATA)

· Process Manufacture

· Engineering Maintenance

· Refinery Field Operations
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