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Natascha Engel MP opened the meeting and introduced the Minister. 

 
 

Kevin Brennan MP: 
 

Hello.  Let me tell you a little about who I am.  I am the Member of 
Parliament for Cardiff West.  I used to work in politics for Rhodri 

Morgan and before that, as Natascha said I used to teach economics 
and history in school.  Before this I worked in social enterprise for 

the benefit of the community. 
 



I’ve had a few jobs as a minister.  First in the Department for 

Children, Schools and Families as a Schools Minister, focusing on 
looking after children in care, school sport, bullying and school 

dinners; and my mother used to be a school dinner lady.  Then I 
moved to the Cabinet Office where I was minister for the Third 

Sector (for charities).  Now I am in the Department for Business, 
Industry and Skills with responsibility for Colleges, Apprenticeships; 

Skills and Consumer Affairs. 
 

Sometimes when I talk to groups, and they ask me why they should 
be interested in politics I use an example from consumer affairs: 

 
How many people think that if they download music and share it – 

which is against the law – they should have their internet 
connection cut off?  None?  [some hands go up] A few older people?   

 

There is currently a Digital Economy Bill going through parliament 
which would bring this into law if someone was repeatedly caught 

doing this on a big scale. Because, this is breaking the law and it is 
stopping creative people benefiting from their work. 

 
When I was 15 years old I got involved in politics… 

 
It might be a single issue, like the digital economy or 

unemployment, and next you are knocking on people’s doors, 
delivering leaflets and you’ve started campaigning.  Then 20 years 

later you find yourself stood up here. 
 

Now, let me say a few words about apprenticeships. 
 

They were dying out.  In 1997 there were just 60,000 

apprenticeships.  One in three people who started one didn’t finish 
it.  When we got into government we thought apprenticeships had a 

lot to offer and were perhaps a neglected option.  They needed a 
new lease of life and more options.  Thirteen years later, there are 

now 240,000 apprenticeships each year.  And two-thirds: 71 per 
cent of all apprenticeships are completed.  We want to have more of 

them. 
 

I had an apprentice working in my office in Government, and 
getting training whilst doing a job.  They were involved in the world 

of work as well as having an opportunity to go to college and learn 
about what they were doing from a theoretical perspective. 

 
It does not pay the minimum wage because it is not a simple job.  

You are getting something: a qualification, the skills to enable you 



to have a career.  And employers get someone to do a job.  We can 

show that having an apprentice means earning more as a business. 
 

So you will want to know how much they get paid; they get £95, 
minimum.  They will get more in subjects such as engineering, and 

other technical jobs.  In other areas you don’t get such high wages. 
 

We have asked the Low Pay Commission to look at integrating 
apprenticeships with the minimum wage. 

 
Apprenticeships are about opportunities; for employers it is having 

qualified people with the right attitude, for those on an 
apprenticeship it is about acquiring the right skills to be successful 

in the workplace. 
 

I have got lots of facts and figures that I can read out to you; some 

of which are memorised.  However, I want to hear from you about 
your experience of apprenticeships: are they given the right 

emphasis in school or college?  Would you like more high-level 
apprenticeships, particularly in STEM subjects: Science, Technology, 

Engineering and Mathematics?  We are thinking about introducing a 
bursary scheme of £1000 to apprentices who, having completed 

their apprenticeship, then want to go into university. 
 

 
Natascha: 

 
We have divided into five groups, each of which has a question to 

ask you. 
 

First Question – Karine (West London YMCA): 

 
My name is Karine.  I’m from West London YMCA.  I was homeless 

and now have a place at the YMCA and receive housing benefit.  
Receiving housing benefit has affected me in getting an 

apprenticeship.  I now have an apprenticeship at the local youth 
service. 

 
Some young people in low income households still face barriers in 

making the transition to employment because of the low level of 
pay. 

 
 

Kevin Brennan: 
 

Yes, it is all very well saying that it will pay in the long term, but 

you need it to pay for you in the meanwhile.  It is a good thing that 



it is free, and you do get a small wage out of it.  The key question is 

how if affects the benefits you receive.  We have an integrated 
employment and skills scheme that we are piloting with Job Centre 

Plus that should make a difference.  Do let me have the details of 
your case and I will share it with Jim Knight MP, as he is interested 

in apprenticeships and is responsible for benefits.  It shouldn’t be 
the case that you may lose your home.  The Government covers the 

costs for 16-19 year olds and it is difficult for those over 20 years. 
 

Natascha: 
 

This is an issue that comes up time and time again.  Is there 
anyone else here who is affected in this way? 

 
Charmaine (YMCA): 

 

I am over 19: I’m 20 years old.  So I can’t keep my housing benefit 
and study for more than 16 hours a week. 

 
Natascha: 

 
There is a cut-off point at 19.  These young people who are seeking 

an education feel that they are discriminated against. 
 

Colum (Prince’s Trust) 
 

Internships too are unpaid, what is the Government doing to 
recognise that ‘unpaid work’ should be seen as an activity seeking 

work in order to claim JSA. 
 

Kevin Brennan: 

 
It should be possible to have work experience for a number of hours 

whilst claiming JSA.  There are different types; there is also a 
graduate internship scheme – maybe not in your case – the idea is 

to gain new experiences, not that it is unpaid.  The idea of the 
graduate internships isn’t that it is for those with rich parents, 

because you should be able to stay on benefits whilst you are doing 
it. 

 
Natascha: 

 
I have with me an official from the Department of Work and 

Pensions: Pat Ferguson, who may be able to help you.   
 

Perhaps you could introduce yourself? 

 



 

Pat Ferguson: 
 

I am on a team that is introducing the young person’s gurantee, 
and the department supports the future jobs fund for young people. 

 
On this matter, I will have to check and get back to you. 

 
We are working on what we call routes into work, to support young 

people getting real jobs, access a range of opportunities including 
job experience as they are approaching six months out of work. 

 
Danielle (Young Foundation): 

 
This morning I was given a ‘Routes into Work’ form.  If I get a job I 

have to leave college.  I am 20 years old.  Before I turned 19, most 

available jobs were at lower than level three qualification.  I was 
overqualified for these.  Now I am older, I am told that I have to 

take a job.  I am currently on an access course and trying to get 
into university.  So, if I want to carry on in education I will receive 

no income and will be forced to support myself.  Fortunately I am 
able to look after myself. 

 
Kevin Brennan: 

 
On the Job Seekers Allowance (JSA) you are allowed to study up to 

16 hours per week.  It is a tricky one as Government can’t afford to 
pay for everyone who wants to go on in education.  We have been 

looking to create some flexibility around the 16-hour rule, but have 
been unsuccessful at the moment.  By signing onto JSA you are 

saying that you are available to work.  It is a good thing that you 

are trying to get into university.  The integrated employment and 
training scheme that we are trying with Job Centre Plus will enable 

us to see what options are available. 
 

Danielle: 
 

I am hearing a lot of ‘should’ and ‘working progress’ sham.  I don’t 
have barriers of ability.  I am going to go to university.  However, 

technically the Job Centre says that I shouldn’t be on benefits.  I 
have had to explain to them what provision, according to their 

rules, should be made; I’ve had to sort it out my own way, but I 
know many who are not aware and rely on what they’re being told. 

 
Kevin Brennan: 

 

You should get a job with Job Centre Plus.   



 

You should get a job with Job Centre Plus. 
 

 
Second Question - Billie (Prince’s Trust): 

 
I am on an apprenticeship.  I have come from a rough estate.  I’ve 

been there for the last 20 years, and it’s been rough all that time.  
The only improvement came when a major construction form came 

in and knocked it down, before building it up again.  Wouldn’t it be 
an idea if, in apprenticeship schemes, you took down estates where 

people have no confidence, where there is nothing, where people 
have never even had the chance to think about an apprenticeship?  

Will there be a future guarantee that these companies will put 
something into creating such an apprenticeship? 

 

Kevin Brennan: 
 

We have looked at the Government’s Role as many of the big 
construction companies do something for the government.  Now we 

are insisting that they have such a number of apprenticeships from 
the local area.  It is a process called procurement.  Over the next 

three years we want 20,000 apprenticeships.  I chair a cross 
departmental meeting with other ministers and I have asked them, 

for instance the minister for the department of health, what number 
of apprenticeships have you created.  The government is doing 

significant work to create apprenticeships with construction 
companies. 

 
Billie (Prince’s Trust): 

 

What about younger children, 10, 11 and 12 year olds?  These 
younger people are influence by older kids who are involved in gun 

crime, etc.   
 

Kevin Brennan: 
 

We have spent more time looking at how to create careers for 
young people.  For some young people the vocational route is best 

for them.  We need to start a lot younger; helping young people 
make choices.  One thing we have introduced is the diploma.  This 

starts at 14 years old, but keeps open the option for academic 
study.  We do need to improve the careers advice. 

 
Amy (Prince’s Trust): 

 



How can we ensure the provision of schemes such as the Prince’s 

Trust? 
 

Kevin Brennan: 
 

The Prince’s Trust is a charity and it will bid for some work from the 
government.  I try as a minister to ensure that work goes not just 

to companies but also charities and social enterprises. It will also be 
able to do its own fundraising. 

 
 

Third Question - Jude (YWCA): 
 

I have found that the Job Centre has contradictory policies.  They 
don’t know what’s going on; one person says one thing, another a 

week later will say something else.  I have been signing on now for 

over a year.  I have explained that I am currently volunteering and 
one person will say that I can’t do this, and another will say I can. 

 
The advisors that I see try to force me into typically women’s 

apprenticeship roles. 
 

Kevin Brennan: 
 

Let me answer Jude’s question.  You have got a point about the 
consistency and quality in Job Centre Plus, as has the minister, Jim 

Knight.  We are trying to improve how Job Centre Plus responds to 
young people’s needs.  I have asked why we don’t appoint more 

young people.  The answer I have been given is that you can’t 
expect a young person to advise a 60 year-old.  I have said, ‘yes 

you can’, its discrimination not to.  But also, how many people in 

Job Centre Plus started there when they were 16 years-old?  It is a 
fair point and we need to improve on it considerably. 

 
In response to your point on women’s roles: We had done work with 

the TUC and there can be a gender bias.  The top apprentice last 
year was a women doing engineering with BAE.  She showed a lot.  

Never accept it; battle through.  A lot of the best paid 
apprenticeships are stereotypically for boys. 

 
Jude: 

 
I can get an interview because I am a woman.  But, if I want to get 

a job, I will need to settle for something like hairdressing. 
 

Kevin Brennan: 



On financing:  There is support for you to achieve your first 

qualification up to 24 years-old.  It is all bout financial priorities and 
government’s view is that the top priority is for those under 19 

years-old.  This is so there is no generation lost from employment. 
 

I accept that there isn’t enough support for those over 19 years-old. 
 

Natascha: 
 

I have been a bad chair.  We have another four questions to get 
through and we’ve left only five minutes per question. 

 
 

Fourth Question - Deanne (Loughborough Foyer): 
 

I live in Loughborough Foyer, which is a supported housing scheme 

for young people.  At the minute, I am claiming benefits and it 
covers the £170 per week for my rent.  I believe young people need 

more skills and education to enable them to get into employment.  
Not all young people are able to access education within the age 

that is set by the government.  For example, if a young person get’s 
kicked out at the age of 16 and has to prioritise getting a roof over 

their head then need to balance this with giving up their education.  
Where is the financial support for young people over the age of 19 

to be able to access education and still be able to keep a roof over 
their head? 

 
Kevin Brennan: 

 
You should get financial support.   

 

Matthew (Scouts): 
If you are studying for under 16 hours you should get JSA, but you 

have to give it up if you want a job.  So it contradicts itself.  It 
means that you can’t do the training you want to do to get a better 

job. 
 

Kevin Brennan: 
It is a difficult area around the 16-hour rule and when someone is 

both a job seeker and they want to be in education.  I will talk to 
my colleague Jim Knight about how we bring employment and 

education together.  I will write to Natascha to see if there is some 
forward thinking that we can do.  We have spent £1bn on 

apprenticeships and we have tried to account for every £1 of tax 
payers’ money.  I’ll do that, get it written down and circulated. 

 

Natascha: 



 

This is an issue that comes up at every single meeting: there is an 
arbitrary cut off point.  It can take a lot to get life on track, and 

then young people fund that they are cut-off on their 20th birthday. 
 

 
Colum: 

 
What is the Government doing to promote Backing Young Britain? 

 
Kevin Brennan: 

 
We’re doing a lot since we started the campaign off!  We are trying 

to get organisations to sign up.  We did a huge amount of 
advertising, but it is expensive and not always the best way. 

 

When I was out of work I volunteered and it let me on to get a job.  
We are doing a lot through volunteering and we are encouraging 

employees to give apprenticeships.  Because of the effort we have 
made young unemployment is half what it was in previous 

recessions.     
 

Pat Ferguson: 
 

We have organised a roadshow around the country, in each area we 
are getting employers together.  There was media coverage in The 

Metro this week, the response to which caused the website to crash! 
 

Kevin Brennan: 
 

We have a significant number of big employers on board. 

 
 

Fifth Question – Amy (Prince’s Trust): 
 

We feel the job market is prejudiced against young people in terms 
of their background and experience.  We feel that more relevant 

careers advice would help young people to find the right path, and 
that businesses need to provide greater accessibility to young 

people, for instance through work-based training.  What can the 
Government do to ensure young people have equal opportunities 

within the careers market? 
 

Kevin Brennan: 
 

I agree with all that you’ve said.  Some employers ask why they 

should take a risk on an apprentice during a recession.  This is the 



wrong kind of attitude.  And we have tried to change the mindset of 

such employers.  
 

The narrative out there in the media is that young people don’t pull 
their weight, but in fact young people are more enthusiastic about 

the future.  Ninety-nine per cent of the reality is positive.  Anything 
that we can do we should to counter this wave of negativity. 

 
Billie (Prince’s Trust): 

 
What are you doing to make the careers service more relavant? 

 
Kevin Brennan: 

 
The Department of Children, Schools and Families are doing a 

complete review, and I’m doing one for adults and life long learning.  

We are looking to launch a new service at the end of this year. 
 

Natascha: 
 

Kevin has been with us a long time, and now has to leave.  Thank 
you very much for all that you have shared with us. 

 
 

I will take a few further questions and comments and we will send 
these on to the Minister so there is nothing that you say that he 

won’t receive. 
 

Mitan (UK Youth Voice): 
 

What support is there for disabled young people?  What 

opportunities are there for these most disenfranchised of young 
people? 

 
 

Pennie (Prince’s Trust): 
What is the government doing to make young people aware of the 

opportunities such as apprenticeships?  I’ve not heard anything in 
my area – Bracknall – is it on the radio or something? 

 
Natascha: 

 
Job Centre Plus is supposed to look at the individual and match 

opportunities to their needs, but this is harder in a recession, we all 
realise that.  When you’ve had four or so things that are going 

against you it is harder.  I will ask what specific ways there are to 

help disabled young people into work or gain an apprenticeship. 



 

There is a huge amount of snobbery around apprenticeships. 
 

Billie: 
 

What is there for parents and single mothers when kids have no 
respect for the law or for each other? 

 
Natascha: 

 
Well, that is a whole other meeting.   

 
What you are doing is amazing.  You are setting an example for 

others.  It isn’t just what the government does; it is also about 
what you are doing in your own communities, and by being here.  

You are setting an example, doing more than we can as 

government. 
 

Well done for lasting three hours! 
 

 
 

-ENDS- 
 

 
 


