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Every generation despairs of the one to follow.
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My grandfather was never very complementary about my father’s skills or future prospects.
My father worried what would become of me given my lack of practical skills and my ignorance about the world in general and the world of work in particular. 
He still worries. And we all worry about the young.
The question we are debating tonight – whether the young generation is properly skilled for the challenges of tomorrow – betrays a concern that they are not.
And there appear to be good reasons for that concern. 

Young people – usually defined as those between 15 and 24 years old - need to cope with the pace of technological and organisational change, globalisation, demographic shifts, environmental pressures and changing regulations.
If that is not enough, young people currently face an unwelcoming labour market following the worse economic recession since the Second World War. 
The labour market is not only unwelcoming, but it is also more demanding. And jobs, at all levels, are becoming more skill intensive.
According to Cedefop’s latest skill supply and demand forecasts, between now and 2025, the European Union is expected to create around 10 million new jobs. 
But job creation will be polarised. Most new jobs will be either highly skilled jobs or ‘elementary’ jobs which, traditionally, have needed low, or no qualifications. 

Jobs at all levels will have less routine as routine tasks will be performed by technology. 
This makes the term ‘elementary jobs’ increasingly misleading because there is no direct link between the skill level of a job and how much of it is routine. 
Some highly-skilled jobs, such as airline pilots, can be routine, while lower-skilled ones, such as care workers, or drivers are not readily replaced by machines. 
It is likely that we will have aeroplanes without pilots before we have cars without drivers.
Jobs at all levels will increasingly be more complex, requiring people to think, communicate, organise and decide.
These trends fuel our fears about whether young people have the skills to cope, especially when we see such painfully high youth unemployment rates.
But there is a difference between the youth unemployment rate - the number of unemployed young people as a proportion of young people actually in or looking for a job) and the youth unemployment ratio - the number of unemployed young people as a proportion of all young people, including those in full-time education or school-based training.
In Europe, although the youth unemployment rate is 23.2%, the youth unemployment ratio is 9.7%. 
Greece’s youth unemployment rate is 61.5%, but the youth unemployment ratio is 16.5%. In Germany, the youth unemployment ratio 3.9% 
The way the statistics are calculated, more young people staying in education or training – a good thing - can increase the youth unemployment rate – a bad thing.  
This is not to minimise the damaging effects of unemployment on young people. A person’s whole life can be blighted if they do not find a job when young.
We must do all we can to prevent young unemployed people in 2013 becoming long-term unemployment statistics in 2020. 
But, although, tragically, there are five and a half million unemployed young people in the EU – equivalent to the population of Athens, there are another 27 million young people in education and training. 
Five times more than are unemployed and more than twice the population of Greece. 
And this 27 million does not include young people in work, around 18.5 million, some of whom are also participating in education and training, for example apprentices.
So, in response to a more demanding world, more young people than ever before are preparing themselves through learning. And this is reflected in rising levels of educational attainment. 

By 2025, the share of the labour force with university or higher level qualifications should rise to 39% compared to 23% in 2000. Importantly, the share of the labour force with low-level or no qualifications will fall sharply to 14% in 2025, less than half the 31% in 2000. 
And the best qualified will be the young.
But the young generation still cannot win.  Older, wiser, but less-qualified people criticise them for not learning the right things.
This reminds me of a story of a young person who goes for a job on a construction site.
The foreman asks, ‘Do you know the difference between a joist and a girder?’
The young person replies, ‘Yes of course. Joist wrote Ulysses and Girder wrote Faust.’
Knowledge yes, but skills?
(For those who do not know joists are the parallel beams supporting a ceiling and the girders support the joists. I had to look it up!)
We hear constant laments about skill gaps and shortages. 
Applicants are not qualified. Schools and universities are not preparing students for jobs. But is it true?
It seems so.
Despite the severe current economic slowdown, a study by Manpower, published this year covering 42 countries, reported that 25% of enterprises in Europe were having hiring difficulties. 
In Greece, where unemployment is so high, the figure was around 38% and in Germany around 35%. 
A 2010 Eurobarometer survey of companies also found about 33% of employers identify a “shortage of applicants with the right skills and capabilities”.
Research in 2011 from the McKinsey Global Institute (MGI) suggests that by 2020, the world could have 40 million too few college-educated workers.
Who is responsible for this sorry state of affairs? 
Well, according to the Manpower survey, only 42% of employers agree that graduates are adequately prepared.
And 70% of employers blame the education and training system for the shortfall of skilled workers. 
If this is the case, then perhaps Professor Jacobides, who is of course opposing tonight’s motion should explain what it is he and his fellow professors and universities are doing wrong, as our children’s futures are in his hands. 
Clearly some employers are having difficulty finding the talent they need, but I have more faith in the professor and his colleagues as a deeper analysis of skill shortages uncovers other issues. 
An employer finding it hard to fill a vacancy does not necessarily indicate a shortage of skills. Some jobs have low pay and poor working conditions. 
In the 2010 Eurobarometer survey 25% of employers acknowledged that they were unable to offer a competitive starting salary. 
In developing countries the 2009 Business Environment and Enterprise Performance survey revealed that only 9% of employers in Eastern Europe and Central Asia consider an inadequately skilled workforce as the most serious obstacle to their business operations. 
Tax rates, inadequate access to credit, competition from the informal economy and political instability are more important obstacles for businesses across Europe and Asia than a lack of skills. 
In the US, Cappelli (2012) has also questioned the idea of skill shortages. He argues that the real problem is companies’ lack of hiring expertise and poor training strategies. 
Faced with an oversupply of highly-qualified job candidates, employers prefer to wait for the perfect candidate, namely somebody currently doing exactly the same job someplace else.
Consequently, enterprises hurt themselves by being unwilling to hire applicants without all the skills required but who show potential for learning and so they discriminate against young people, women, older workers and unemployed people.
These attitudes come across in the Manpower survey which found only 13% of employers widening their recruitment searches and only 7% of employers willing to redefine their job requirements when facing recruitment difficulties.
Employers also complain about the lack of experience of young applicants. Indeed some of the skills they lack, such as teamwork, can only really be gained in the workplace. But most education systems struggle to find work-placements for students. 
This is not to deny that there are skill shortages. 
But the most significant skill shortages are in occupations where workers need highly specific qualifications. 
But skill shortages are to be expected in any economy driven by innovation. 
And skill shortages do not mean that the young generation is not properly prepared. In fact, there are strong arguments that the opposite is the case.
Weak employment demand is increasing competition for the jobs available. Increasingly, people are accepting jobs for which they are overqualified. 
Research shows that over-qualification tends to persist. Over-qualified workers are more likely to have lower job satisfaction and poorer future job prospects. 
And according to the OECD (2011), over-qualification especially affects women, migrants and, of course, the young.   
The younger generation is doing all it can to prepare itself for tomorrow’s challenges. About 40% of young people currently leave education with a university degree or equivalent.
It is difficult to plan for the specialisations and wider skills they will need because of the very nature of a changing labour market and changing world. 
Young people are told that they need the ‘right’ skills. But the labour market is not and never has been static. The ‘right’ skills change over time and in different places.
Other critics will say, well if young people are over-qualified then that too is evidence that they are not properly prepared. 
But a highly qualified and well trained labour force is one of, if not the, most important factor for competitiveness. 
Developed economies are on a race to the top, not the bottom. We cannot compete on low costs. We must compete on quality and innovation. Our products and services have to be the best. 
That means our workforce needs to be the best. 
With the younger generation we have excellent raw material. But it is foolish and wrong to expect any young person to leave education and training as the finished article.
I said at the beginning that my grandfather despaired of my father and my father despaired of me.
As for my children and I have five ranging from 2 to 22 years old I do not worry that they will be properly skilled. 
I worry about them having the opportunity to use the skills they have acquired, the chance to show what they can do and the occasion to demonstrate their capacity to learn more. 
Given the current economic situation we need to do more to create opportunities for our young people to use and develop the skills they have. 
People are the most important element of competitive advantage, but are often regarded as the biggest liability. 
People innovate, not machines. 
People make or destroy an organisations’ reputation. 
People look after existing customers and find new ones. People.
Enterprises have a major role to play. Without their commitment, efforts to help young people enter the labour market cannot succeed. 
Efficient enterprises adapt to changes in production factors, such as the price of commodities, energy or capital. 
Now because young people are better qualified, the supply of human capital is changing. 
To prosper, enterprises must consider how to use a better- qualified workforce to bring competitive advantage and to ensure that we get the best from the most highly-qualified and most talented workforce in our history.

Thank you.

Closing - statement
The Bible tells us that, ‘There is nothing new under the sun,’ and certainly there is nothing more common than change.
My grandfather grew up in a world of newspapers, trains and the First World War.
My father grew up in a world of the radio, cars and the Second World War.
I grew up in a world of the television, aeroplanes and the Cold War.
My two oldest children have grown up in a world of the Internet, globalisation and the war on terror.
But the progress made has depended on how subsequent, younger generations used their skills to address the challenges they faced. 
Michael Faraday was a great British scientist from the 19th century, so great that Albert Einstein kept a picture of Faraday on his study wall.
Faraday, as a young man may well have been someone we would have regarded as not being properly skilled to face the challenges of his tomorrow.
He received little formal education, but he was given a chance by another great scientist Sir Humphrey Davy. 
And, largely due to Faraday’s efforts electricity became practical for use in technology.
But while Faraday made tremendous breakthroughs, even he would never have envisaged that electricity would pave the way for the telegraph, the telephone, the radio, the television, the computer and the internet.
But subsequent generations did see these possibilites; younger generations. Generations far less equipped than the younger generation of today. 
When Neil Armstrong was at school and university did they know he would go to the moon? Of course not; but did they help prepare him? Yes definitely.  
The business innovators who the professor writes about who have changed the way companies operate and perform also belonged once to a younger generation. 
Were they any more properly skilled for the challenges of tomorrow than today’s younger generation?
The point I am trying to make is that much of the progress humankind has made has come about from a younger generation building on the achievements of earlier ones to meet the challenges it faces. 
Heaven knows that the younger generation will face enough problems left by us.
A world economy badly in need of fixing. Rising inequalities. Climate change. A world population that will reach 10 billion by 2060 confronted by diminishing natural resources and potential water shortages and, not least, political tensions between east and west.
I do not know how they will address these problems.
To do so they will need to be adaptable, flexible, imaginative, impartial and decisive.
Thankfully, younger generations tend to be more open-minded, less racist, more independent and more adaptable than their predecessors. 
Where we looked for a job for life the younger generation is already gearing itself up for not only several job, but possibly career changes through their working lives, which will be longer than ours. 
But there is one thing for which the young generation is not properly skilled and that is for unemployment. 
We have not prepared them for that. Some may argue that we should as there are only so many jobs to go round.
I do not believe that. There are jobs that we will do that the younger generation has not yet invented.
If you want to see if the young generation is properly skilled for the challenges of tomorrow, then give them a chance.
Before you vote, ask yourselves, do you really believe that your children and grandchildren will let you down?
Different generations will always have their differences and the young generation is certainly not yet the finished article.
But if there is one thing this generation has done it is to make the young generation the most properly skilled, most highly-educated, best prepared and best equipped in history.
We must not waste the investment we have made. Give the young generation a chance. The rest is up to them.
Thank you
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