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Apprentice Ella Nulty is part of an 
intake of talented people who will 

secure the future of Dorset aircraft interiors 
manufacturer AIM Altitude. The levy-paying 
business, based in Christchurch, took on 
15 apprentices in 2018, its largest intake, 
as it seeks to make the most of the cash it 
pays in, at the same time as ensuring skills 
can be passed down to a new generation. 

But training manager Terry Bennett says 
the business, which used to take on six 
apprentices a year, is exploring how it can 
use more of what it pays into the levy pot. 
He says: “We don’t spend everything that 
we put in, so our directors are looking at 

how we can maximise the amount we pay 
in. We may use it to train existing employ-
ees in other departments and we do know 
we can transfer a percentage to business-
es in our supply chain, but we would like to 
sort out our own training needs fi rst.”

AIM works with colleges on careers 
events and other initiatives to help promote 
the benefi ts of an apprenticeship. As a 

result, in 2018, 271 people applied for 15 
positions, which last four years and end 
with a role at the business. Off-the-job 
training is carried out in a block and candi-
dates move around each department. 

“An apprenticeship is the best way for-
ward for me because I’m learning lots and 
earning while I do it, and I’m also picking 
up life skills,” says Nulty, a level two me-
chatronics apprentice. 

Bennett adds: “We need to be training 
these students because they’re the work-
ers of the future and they’re going to be 
very important when we think about where 
the company is going.”

AIM has worked with Bournemouth 
and Poole College on its apprenticeship 
schemes, which started with the college 
getting to know the business and its “end 
game”, says Matt Butcher, the college’s 
commercial director. His team’s role is then 
to help a business fi nd and screen candi-
dates, which can be particularly impor-
tant for those that don’t have the time to 
spend giving talks to students or attending 
careers fairs. Help can also be given in 
accessing funding.

While, nationally, fi gures showed that 
new apprenticeship starts were down 
since the arrival of the new funding 
arrangements, Bournemouth and Poole 
has found the opposite, with 16 per cent 
year-on-year growth. 

“All our growth is coming from younger 
students, which we’re pleased about be-
cause of the ageing workforce in this area,” 
says Butcher. “My message to companies 
not already running apprenticeships would 
be to take the leap and talk to us to make 
sure the recruitment process is right.”

Focusing concentration 
St Austell Brewery, in Cornwall, has always 
taken on apprentices but the levy has 
focused minds on the part that apprentices 
can play in developing the business. 

In response to a national shortage of 
chefs, St Austell has moved away from 
trying to recruit trained chefs and is train-
ing its own. It has 23 people on level two 
apprenticeships and will recruit more this 
year, as well as looking at offering front-
of-house apprenticeships and higher level 
courses for team leaders and managers. 
The brewery also has people on engineer-
ing, fi nance and business administration 
apprenticeships. 

Talent trail
Apprenticeship starts are said to be down since the 
arrival of the apprenticeship levy, but South West 
businesses have been telling  how 

“Apprentices are going to 
be very important when 

we think about where the 
company is going.” 

Terry Bennett

Apprentices at VWV
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“The key has been working with the 
apprenticeship providers on our require-
ments, because each apprenticeship 
is quite different,” says Richard Parkes, 
learning development manager. An early 
years role was created in the learning and 
development team, so that all apprentices 
could be allocated a mentor. 

“Other employees get involved in train-
ing too,” he adds, “and the line manager 
is key in supporting the apprentices and 
dealing with the off-the-job element.”

Although the business is keen to make 
the most of its levy, Parkes says: “You 
have to be careful about not just creating 
apprenticeships for the sake of it, it’s got to 
fit the business need.” 

At manufacturing and engineering busi-
ness Rittal-CSM, in Plymouth, employees 
have a hand in the apprentices’ learning. 
The business took on nine apprentices 
in 2018 – in metal manufacturing and 
mechanical engineering. 

Managing director Dr Stephen Hobbs 
says: “We have people who have been 

with us in excess of 40 years, who started 
as apprentices, and that inspires the 
younger ones. I do not believe the media 
hype about millennials – they’re not 
coming in, looking what they could get and 
going – they’re no different to the genera-
tion before them. If we look after them and 
give them a good education they do see 
the benefits of reliable employment.”

Hobbs believes schools and colleges 
should do more to encourage people 
to take up STEM (science, technology, 

engineering and maths) subjects but says 
that “if businesses don’t offer apprentice-
ships then we won’t come out of the skills 
shortages we have”. 

Kai Miliani, 22, is in the final year of his 
mechanical engineering apprenticeship 
with Rittal-CSM before taking up a role as 
a trainee design engineer. He says: “I’ve 
had the opportunity to go on to a night 
shift role, working as an operating techni-
cian on my own, which showed the trust 
I’d gained from the company.” 

LEARNING THE WORKING WAY
Law firm Meade King, in 
Bristol, isn’t a levy payer so 
it receives government fund-
ing towards the two admin 
apprentices it has taken on. 
However, HR partner Cathe-
rine Ainley says the helping 
hand isn’t a factor in why 
the firm has chosen to offer 
apprenticeships. 

“For staff at junior level, 
it’s a good structure to 
put them on and we have 
looked at whether it would 
be appropriate to offer 
apprentices elsewhere in the 
firm,” she says. 

“They’re trusted and 
they’re here because we 
have clear jobs for them 
to do. One of the hardest 
things is to learn about how 
to be at work, but the ones 
we have, who are all in their 
teens, have grown so much 
since they joined.”

Property services com-

pany Ian Williams, in Bristol, 
builds links with schools and 
colleges to help with recruit-
ment, resulting in 1,000 ap-
plicants for its most recent 
intake of 30 apprentices.

“An important part for 
us is selecting mentors 
from our employees, and 
we’ve been careful to select 
people who are driven and 
focused on the benefits an 
apprentice can bring,” says 
training and development 
manager Sian Pearce. 

“Our operations direc-
tor was an apprentice and 
we’re convinced about the 
benefits of apprenticeships 
to develop people through 
our organisation.”

Gareth Edwards, employ-
ment lawyer at levy-pay-
ing Bristol law firm VWV 
(pictured), has experience 
of taking on apprentices and 
advising others on doing the 

same. “We’re not spend-
ing all of our levy because 
there has to be a job for the 
apprentice at the end, plus 
the levy doesn’t cover all of 
the costs, so you need to 
balance the needs of the 
business with your desire to 
spend the levy,” he says. 

He recommends teaming 
up with a college for help 
with recruitment, as well as 
being clear in the contract 
that is drawn up. 

This should include what’s 
expected of the employer 

and the apprentice, the 
length of the probationary 
period, how their progress is 
reviewed and being mindful 
about targeting specific age 
groups, to avod potential 
risk of age discrimination.

“Be clear about what level 
and age of candidate you’re 
looking for and, if chal-
lenged, be clear about why,” 
says Edwards. 

“For example, an en-
gineering company may 
want young apprentices so 
they’re passing on the skills 
to the next generation.”

Another consideration is 
around health and safety 
when having young people 
in the workplace.

“They may be inexperi-
enced and lack awareness 
of risks in terms of equip-
ment, for example, so you 
may need extra risk assess-
ments,” adds Edwards.
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DISCIPLINES OUR EXPERT ENGINEERING TEAM RECRUITS INCLUDE:

CI Engineers • Design Engineers • Field Service Engineers • Health and Safety Personnel
Installation and Commissioning Engineers • Maintenance Engineers • Maintenance Managers

Operations Managers • Production Technicians • Production Managers • Productions Engineers
Project Engineers • Project Managers • Process Engineers • Quality Engineers • Technical Managers
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