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MINUTES – Making food and drink manufacturing a career of first choice
Food and Drink Manufacturing All-Party Parliamentary Group meeting
Tuesday 08 February 2011
The Cinnamon Club, Westminster
Summary:
The Food and Drink Manufacturing All-Party Parliamentary Group met on Tuesday 08 February to discuss making food and drink manufacturing a career of first choice.

The session was chaired by John Stevenson MP. Roy Norton, Deputy Director from the Food Policy Unit at DEFRA and Bob Spooner, Group Operations Director at Premier Foods each gave short presentations to open the meeting before a roundtable discussion on the topic. 

Summaries of the presentations:

Roy Norton talked about the Government’s plans for economic growth, stating that FDF had fed into the process. He discussed the importance the Government is placing in manufacturing, underlined during the Manufacturing Summit in January. 

Mr Norton said that one of the key themes of the summit had been the image of manufacturing, particularly around the attractiveness of a career in the industry. He cited many misconceptions including the perception that there aren’t many career opportunities.

It was because of this that the industry is suffering a skills shortage, Mr Norton added, claiming that the lack of food scientists and technologists was particularly concerning, especially for SMEs. He announced that there would be a workshop with people across the food supply chain looking at addressing these issues coming up soon.

Bob Spooner started his presentation setting out what he saw as some of the key challenges facing the industry. He cited pay, career prospects and what he called ‘busting the myths.’
Food and drink manufacturing needed to be repositioned as a career of first choice among young people he declared. Mr Spooner said that this was particularly important due to skill shortages in key areas, and with the industry growing as quickly as it is, it will need 127,000 new recruits by 2017. The sector was becoming more sophisticated, he argued, requiring a greater level of skills. Technologists were very difficult to come by, meaning the sector often had to look abroad, he added.

Going forward, Mr Spooner stated that innovation and strategic investment will underpin growth in the sector, pointing out that food and drink manufacturing was one of only a few industries where both the research and production are done in the same country. However, greater technology requires greater skills, he added.

He emphasised the need to have good retention of staff in the sector, keeping the skills they already have. Mr Spooner felt that the industry needed to work more closely with schools and colleges, getting the message out that a career in manufacturing was a good one with many opportunities.

Summary of the discussion:

Julian Hunt, Director of Communications at FDF opened the discussion with comments about the image problems facing the industry, particularly around issues like obesity, as opposed to some of the great things it’s doing. FDF is starting to target educators, as well as attend open days and careers fairs, spreading the message that people across many areas and skill sets can come and work in the food sector. Following on from Mr Spooner, Mr Hunt felt the industry had a large job to do, particularly around attracting enough scientists and technologists. He noted that the Scottish FDF had already begun work in targeting educators.

Elizabeth Truss MP (South West Norfolk) argued that the sector should attach itself to the massive boom in cookery programmes and enthusiasm for cooking, as a way to attract people to the industry. Ms Truss suggested that the sector appeared quite ‘siloed’, arguing that there was great potential for people in different sectors to use transferable skills in manufacturing. Echoing earlier comments, Ms Truss stated that people will need a higher level of skills in a more competitive world, and we should be encouraging more young people to take up maths and science in order to increase the UK’s competitiveness.

Therese Coffey MP (Suffolk Coastal) a former employee of Mars, was concerned about the impact Sector Skills Council were having in transforming young people’s attitudes and whether there were many outcomes from their work. She argued that manufacturing is an exciting career and that needs to get across. In reply to Ms Coffey, Justine Fosh, from the National Skills Academy for Food and Drink Manufacturing, stated that although Sectors Skills Councils do not have a role in advancing careers in a sector, where they can they do carry out activity, such as sending ambassadors to schools to talk to children about these jobs. She explained that they had increased the capacity within higher education for food sciences to be studied, also.

Roger Williams MP (Brecon and Radnorshire) noted the Government’s investment in innovation centres and called on the sector to get involved and invest in them. He also said that he was a big promoter of the industry within the Science and Technology Committee of which he is a member. 

Philip Davies MP (Shipley) argued that many people who come into the sector ‘fall into it’, and questioned whether it really mattered whether people wanted to go into food manufacturing. He suggested that a better approach would be to just create a great place to work so when people fall into the sector, you’ve got a better chance of keeping them.

Russell Brown MP (Dumfries and Galloway) thought that education was a huge challenge that should be taken on by the sector in order to attract young people into it. Mr Brown stated that the industry needed to ensure there were enough courses being offered by educators. Bob Spooner then intervened to claim that the industry needed to be more proactive and progressive in becoming more attractive to people as it can be a rewarding industry to work in. He focused again on the changing nature of work within manufacturing, which will require people with greater skills in the future. Mr Spooner said that retailers had helped increase standards in manufacturing and this had made the factories much more pleasant to work in.

Baroness Howe briefly commented that reaching out to women/girls would be a large growth area for the industry as it is largely male dominated. Justine Fosh noted that although more men worked in the industry, there were now more women studying the relevant courses. She referred to the dairy industry that had worked closely together to ensure there was a sufficient supply of food technologists for it to grow.
Mark Spencer MP (Sherwood) highlighted the gap between brand image (such as Coca-Cola/McDonalds/Lucozade) and the image of the industry. He also raised the issue of how to get people from primary industry such as agriculture to fill the skills gaps in manufacturing.
Chris Brock, from the London Food Centre commented that although education is necessary it is not sufficient to solve the problem. We need to address the image of the industry in the factories themselves. Factories need to be redesigned so that they are more comfortable places to work. The automobile manufacturing industry was sited as an example.

Jim Fox from Coca Cola argued that manufacturers needed to get schools to visit their factories. He did however admit that this required a leap of faith by the board of the company as it could take time to reap the benefits of the initial investment in making the factory fit for visitors.

David Gordon from IGD picked out the common themes that were being drawn out of the discussion. He argued that industry needs to take a leadership role on this agenda, to attract the right calibre of people into the industry. 
Bob Spooner argued the challenge was to bring this great industry to life and bring passion to the industry.

Jonathan Downes, from ABF thought that to attract people in to the industry there was a need to sell the skills for life aspect.  The industry gives you transferability, the ability to work, skills that set you on a great career path. He also suggested that food and drink manufacturing should buy in to the cult of celebrity, with case studies from famous people who started in food and drink. This would give a hook for young people to buy in to.
John Stevenson then closed the meeting.
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Mission Statement: 

To consider the issues of concern to the food and drink manufacturing industry and to raise awareness of these matters in Parliament.


