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JOB SUMMIT [RECESSION PROJECT] REPORT
RECESSION ISSUES

Introduction

Following the Prime Minister’s Job Summit in February 2009 the Mayors Taskforce for Jobs was asked to broaden its focus to work in communities adversely affected by the current recession.  The Mayors Taskforce took a proactive approach and asked the communities of Kawerau, Marlborough, and Palmerston North to assist with some examination of how rural/provincial communities were coping in the current economic climate.  The Mayors Taskforce was particularly interested in factors which might not appear in official statistics or data sets.  It was decided to use a team of people from different perspectives and knowledge to facilitate a two hour meeting hosted by the Mayor in each of the districts.  The team consisted of Jan Francis Mayors Taskforce Executive Officer, Marcus Akuhata-Brown, Youth Development Facilitator, Celia Lashlie, Social Development Advocate and Mark Quinlivan, General Manager Advisor, Work and Income Ministry of Social Development.   Independent facilitator and former Mayor of South Taranaki, Mary Bourke, led the meetings.   The three districts were chosen because they are well networked communities, each with a history of collaborative action, have participated in regional Job Summit workshops and have Mayors who are active in the Mayors Taskforce for Jobs.

Between 25 and 50 people attended each meeting coming from a wide range of organisations including businesses, training and education providers, schools, youth and community workers, retired people, politicians, budget advisory services, public health professionals, Pacific and Maori groups, Councillors, council staff and government agencies.

Discussion

From available research and statistical information it is noted that the current recession has been characterised by:

· A decline in full-time employment, particularly for women

· An increase in part-time employment

· A rise in unemployment, particularly for young people, Maori and Pacific peoples

· Low wage growth – it appears that employers are reducing hours and containing wages rather than shedding staff.  This could be in response to the recent skill shortages and the knowledge that recruiting skilled staff in the future could be difficult.

· There is still a weak labour market which is expected to remain for some time and is coupled with continued unemployment and low wages

There is also evidence that the major factors that increase the likelihood of long-term unemployment are:

· Low qualifications

· Being younger or older

· Being Maori or Pacifica

· Low skills or too specific skills

· Long job tenure

· Older workers are particularly vulnerable and are more likely to exit the labour market 

· Young people are vulnerable due to their lack of experience and qualifications and perceived cost of training.

These factors combine in manufacturing and retail where the workforce is reducing.  However the improved education since 1990 is likely to boost the overall resilience of the workforce with education being a good preventer of long term unemployment.  Even so, during a recession more people require additional assistance to find new jobs. (Sources:  Department of Labour – 2009 August Labour Market update and Identifying the resilience of the New Zealand workforce in a recession – September 2009.)

Community responses

While the communities visited had different issues in response to their particular labour markets there were a number of common threads to the discussions:

· The effects of the recession are showing up through an increase in demand for social services such as food banks, budget services, family support services, counselling and financial assistance programmes.  This is having a severe impact on those services, resulting in them now struggling to effectively support their communities effectively.

· The effects of the recession are also exacerbating existing issues – for example in Marlborough the underlying issues relating to integration for the immigrant and itinerant communities have intensified

· There is a lack of services/programmes to refer young people to

· Many young people are staying at school or in further education.  This is not a negative outcome in itself, but it is creating pressure on school resources and possibly illustrates a lack of youth employment opportunities in these regions. 

· Funding cuts to education are impacting on community education

· Funding caps for tertiary providers are impacting on the strategies available to communities to increase their skill level and to retain population

· The TEC funding model was described as retrospective, inflexible and restrictive placing stress on providers and even making some unviable.

· Government is perceived as having been slow to respond to the underlying issues of low wages, skilled people being made redundant and increasing demand for social services by groups of people who in work or who are recently unemployed.

· Problems are occurring where preventative programmes have been cut – e.g. reductions in truancy services, alternative education, support programmes and adult education. 

· Adults returning to their family homes often with their own families are producing over crowding, and placing financial and emotional stress on the parent families.  

· Housing and power costs are placing many families under severe stress.

In all areas it was considered that there needed to be a whole of community response that is supported by both local and central government.  

Opportunities

While these communities are being affected adversely and Mayors are worried about the issues raised with their communities there were also a number of opportunities identified:

· These communities are resilient and are beginning to use their collaborative mechanisms and networks, including volunteers, to develop local solutions.

· Working collaboratively and pooling resources can  help community organisations

· Community Max and Job Opportunities packages were good and being well used

· Look to opportunities to develop  and/or expand community garden projects

· Use older unemployed people (30+ year olds) to share skills and experience through internships in community organisations and/or government agencies

· Bring forward infrastructure projects

· Use local work Trusts to increase work opportunities – given that there is plenty of work to be done

· Strategise to identify current and future local workforce needs 

· People can look to create employment as individuals –  for services such as gardening, housework –with the option that Councils might broker such opportunities within their communities

· Investigate “Buy local” campaigns

· Use the new Community Link centres more fully

· While the voluntary sector is strong it needs greater resourcing to adapt quickly to the changing situations

· Local leadership can provide both  the glue and facilitate positive solutions

In all areas there is a view that local solutions are always best.  Whatever the stress was in these communities a whole of community approach is needed to develop solutions and to harness the good will and creativity of the resident population.  Examples were given about where this had occurred illustrating that passionate, committed local people and communities can develop simple solutions that people become part of and build on the positive aspects of their community.  These examples need to be shared and supported.  Importantly the communities acknowledged that they needed to invest in themselves and their communities to make change and to develop viable alternatives.

Conclusions

There are definitely underlying issues that are exacerbated by the current recession.  These underlying issues generally have been present in communities for some time having been masked by recent strong economic growth and low unemployment.  The effect of one wage earner losing her or his job or having reduced hours is putting pressure on many families.  Many of these families are generally not eligible for any government assistance.  Also high housing costs are an issue for many families.  While social service agencies are able to document the issues they need greater resources to address the emergent increase in their work.  These communities feel that government agency funding models are often too bureaucratic and not flexible enough to deal with what is actually happening now.  

Although there were many issues and many people are definitely not coping well, communities have some excellent ideas, along with very capable people and resources that they can be mobilised.

Finally it should be noted that many of the issues raised highlight the need for strengthening local economic development.  Our observation is that greater collaboration of the various agencies and businesses involved in promoting and developing the local economy is needed if practical local solutions to assist in the on going development of vibrant local communities are to occur.   Without this we are in danger of losing our young people, wasting the skills of our older people and destroying the very fabric of our rural and provincial towns and communities.  

Recommendations

1. That the Mayors Taskforce for Jobs encourages Mayors to facilitate meetings with business and community providers to assess the current situation and develop local action plans for the various sectors of their communities, building on the work already undertaken by the Regional Employment Summits.

2. That the Mayors Taskforce for Jobs explores with government officials the possibility of trialing collaborative funding models for community and social services, channelled through a Mayoral committee.

3. That government programmes such as Community Max and Job Opportunities be publicised more widely and where necessary individuals and groups are given extra assistance with completing applications.

4. That the Taskforce offers the assistance of the current team to other communities as might be appropriate.
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