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THE ATTACHED TRANSCRIPT WAS TYPED FROM A RECORDING AND NOT COPIED 

FROM AN ORIGINAL SCRIPT.  BECAUSE OF THE RISK OF MISHEARING AND THE 

DIFFICULTY IN SOME CASES OF IDENTIFYING INDIVIDUAL SPEAKERS, THE BBC 

CANNOT VOUCH FOR ITS COMPLETE ACCURACY. 

 

“FILE ON 4” 

 

Transmission:  Tuesday 13th July 2004 

Repeat:  Sunday 18th July 2004 

 

Producer:  Bill Law 

Reporter:  James Silver 

Editor:   David Ross 

 

ACTUALITY AT TRAINING COLLEGE 

 

SILVER: At a Midlands training college, a group of youngsters are 

getting a taste of office life. 

 

HOLLY: I was finding it very difficult to find a job.  I came in here 

and two weeks later I had a job.  I hope it’s working for other people like it has for me. 

 

SILVER: Twenty year old business administration trainee, Holly, is 

one of a quarter of a million young people on the much-heralded apprenticeship scheme, one of 

the government’s key employment programmes.  By 2005, the plan is to have nearly one in three 

16 to 24 year olds in workplace learning at a cost of nearly £1 billion a year.  But critics say the 

scheme is driven by targets rather than by the quality of the training.  And they point to what’s 

been called a black hole – critical information that the various agencies overseeing the scheme 

aren’t able to come up with.  Ask them how many employers are offering apprenticeships, and 

they don’t know.  Ask how many apprentices have been injured at work and you get the same 

answer.  And, more disturbingly, File on 4 has uncovered evidence that the scheme may be 

putting young lives at risk. 
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CARRAGHER: I’d heard a shout basically.  The guy in charge on the actual 

job, he just said, ‘Get an ambulance.’  As I jumped down off the lift, the gap that is actually in 

between each level, you can see down, and I just saw, I saw this vaguely man-shaped lump at the 

bottom. 

 

SIGNATURE TUNE 

 

SILVER: ABS Ltd, an auto parts company in Oldham.  Seventeen year 

old Mike Sears has been an apprentice sales assistant here for eleven months.  Mike has been 

placed here by what’s known as a learning or training provider.  These are mostly colleges or 

companies contracted by a government agency, the Learning and Skills Council.  It’s charged 

with expanding the apprenticeship scheme by placing trainees like Mike in work-based learning. 

 

ACTUALITY IN NUMBER PLATE ROOM 

 

SEARS: See whatever you type in … 

 

SILVER: Mike hated school, but since becoming an apprentice he’s 

come into his own and can now make up a car number plate at bewildering speed. 

 

SEARS: In high school I wasn’t one of the brightest pupils.  I was, 

but I just liked to work.  I didn’t like all the teachers that much, but I’ve learned more when I’ve 

come out of school, it was more in the workplace that I like it.  Better than just sitting down all 

day and just writing textbooks out, all that. 

 

SILVER: What do you think you would be doing if you weren’t here, 

if you weren’t on this apprenticeship? 

 

SEARS: Probably wouldn’t be doing anything. 

 

SILVER: Val Marney works for Manchester Training, one of the 

city’s biggest learning providers, and she is Mike’s training adviser.  She visits him at work every 

three weeks and stays in touch, often several times a day, on the phone. 
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MARNEY: Michael came out of school with no qualifications.  He got 

this job here and he’s now got a qualification, he’s got his apprenticeship.  He’s finished well 

within his target time, which is brilliant, and he’s just been great.  I think he’s got an awful lot out 

of it, because it’s shown him that he can learn and he can move on. 

 

SILVER: And Mike certainly has.  His manager, Fred Crossland, is 

planning to keep him on once his apprenticeship is over. 

 

CROSSLAND: I think he’s come out of himself, learning a lot more about 

the job, basically just a different lad. 

 

SILVER: And his day to day job, what does that involve? 

 

CROSSLAND: There’s many things, totally different aspects really, from 

making number plates, booking orders out, answering phones, arranging deliveries.  The job’s 

endless really.  Everything we do, it’s not just a case of picking stuff up and selling it.  Everything 

is part numbered, where we’ve got to look up applications for all different cars.  It’s a very 

difficult job and a lot to pick up, and what he’s done over the last six, twelve months he’s done 

very well. 

 

SILVER: The scheme has worked well for Mike.  An under-achiever 

at school, his long term employment prospects are good.  The apprenticeship programme, which 

costs more than £800 million a year, was partly designed to fight social exclusion and steer 

youngsters away from the dole queues.  But its main job is to close the so-called skills gap.  

Surveys have found that 2.4 million young people in employment are not fully competent, while 

one in five vacancies remain unfilled because the applicants don’t have the skills required.  It 

therefore comes as no surprise that the government minister responsible for apprenticeships,  

Ivan Lewis, is evangelical about the scheme. 

 

LEWIS: A major part of the vision for the government, the future of 

education is that we rebuild a high status, high quality vocational route for young people.  This 

year we have a record number of young people participating in apprenticeships – 255,000.  That 

number has tripled since 1997.  We’re on course to meet our 2004 target – that’s 28% of sixteen 

to twenty year olds entering apprenticeship for the first time.  And another important point, I  
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LEWIS cont: think, is that there has been genuine concern about 

completion rates, that we have seen in the last year or so success rates improving from 36% to 

41%.  So it’s an improving programme, more and more popular with young people.  The 

challenge now is to improve the quality and also to attract more employers to offer placements. 

 

SILVER: In order to meet its expansion targets, the government 

sanctioned a massive advertising spend of £30 million to attract more companies prepared to offer 

apprenticeships.  But scratch a little deeper, skip past the slick website and the ads playing on TV, 

and a rather different picture starts to emerge.  According to some experts, that headlong rush to 

expand has brought a degree of confusion in its wake.  Alison Fuller is a senior research fellow at 

the University of Leicester.  She says the government is missing even the most basic of data about 

employers. 

 

FULLER; At the moment we don’t know how many employers are 

participating in the scheme.  We don’t know what size those employers are.  We don’t know much 

about why they would be participating, about their experiences and so on, and that’s frustrating.  

We simply don’t know enough about the employers that are taking part, and it would be 

enormously helpful to know much more about that aspect of the programme.  I think it’s essential 

to attempt to reform and improve the Modern Apprenticeship.  It’s a black hole really. 

 

SILVER: The Learning and Skills Council, the agency which oversees 

the apprenticeship scheme, says the advertising campaign has generated some ten thousand leads 

from would-be employers.  But remarkably, its director of work-based learning, Stephen Gardiner, 

confirms that he doesn’t actually know how many companies are currently taking part. 

 

GARDINER: That’s quite a difficult question to answer, and we are 

currently doing work to establish exactly the number.  The reason that it’s difficult is that some we 

contract directly with, and obviously we know who they are, but many we contract through 

training providers, so we would have one contract with a provider, but they may have in some 

cases hundreds of different employers that they contract with.  So we are doing some more work to 

establish the exact number of employers who offer apprenticeships. 
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SILVER: Which in turn raises a question for minister Ivan Lewis. 

The Learning and Skills Council told us they don’t know how many employers there are.  Does 

that information gap worry you? 

 

LEWIS: It does in a way.  It’s one of the reasons why one of the tasks 

I’ve given the Learning and Skills Council as a matter of priority is to improve their management 

information systems.  But it’s also true that in every locality, every local Learning and Skills 

Council, through its contracting process, of course will be aware, in conjunction with its training 

providers, who the employers are, what size they are.  The problem is that they haven’t collected 

that information at a national level in the past.  I think it is really important, so I would see it as a 

massive advantage in terms of the development of apprenticeships to have that information to 

hand.  It’s one of the tasks I’ve asked the Learning and Skills Council to get on with urgently. 

 

SILVER: But the employers aren’t the only headache for Ivan Lewis.  

The other urgent matter is the quality of training providers.  In last year’s annual report, published 

in November, the Adult Learning Inspectorate, the body which evaluates learning providers, found 

that nearly one in two were simply not up to the job.  One senior figure in the further education 

sector described the situation as ‘scandalous’.  The minister called for a ruthless cull of the poor 

providers.  The inspectorate’s head, David Sherlock, was dispatched to identify the flops.  He 

describes the system he inherited as one which was seriously failing young people. 

 

SHERLOCK: There was some very very poor provision in which learners 

were, frankly, abused.  They were regarded as cheap labour and were not given the kind of training 

that they deserved and that we wanted for them.  We see ourselves being, if you like, the champion 

of the individual learner, and we have sought to do everything to improve circumstances for them 

during that time, and we are now seeing improvements come through. 

 

SILVER: David Sherlock says his next report will present a far better 

picture, but he admits that a significant percentage of providers are still failing to make the grade. 

 

ACTUALITY IN REDDITCH 
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SILVER: This is Redditch, in Worcestershire.  Home to Business 

Network Limited, a training provider which was inspected by the ALI in March this year. 

 

ACTUALITY AT BUSINESS NETWORK LIMITED 

 

HARLEY: We’ve got the tables over there where they can sit down and 

write, etc.  We’ve got the computers here for important work linked to their projects, and 

obviously they have light breaks to relax when they need to. 

 

SILVER: And games like solitaire. 

 

HARLEY: And games like solitaire, yes.  They all have unlimited access 

to the internet, and we trust them to use it responsibly. 

 

SILVER: Learning providers are paid by the LSC for each apprentice 

they take on, so their incentive is to get as many students on board as they can.  Here at BNL, 

Chief Executive Vivienne Harley has almost eighty apprentices who work in the service industry – 

in areas like retail and business administration.  One morning a week they work in a classroom.  

The rest of the time they are with employers.  According to the Adult Learning Inspectorate, the 

service sector is producing some of the poorest quality training provision.  But Vivienne Harley 

says it’s an important area. 

 

HARLEY: You go into any local shop and look at the customer service 

and it should answer itself.  It’s not the same as developing a skill as an engineer or a plumber or 

an electrician, I totally agree.  However, there are standards in every business and every industry, 

and if you haven’t got the foundation in place you can’t really grow from that, so in my opinion 

whatever job you’re in there are certain standards that you have to work to. 

 

SILVER: Unfortunately for Vivienne Harley, Business Network 

Limited was the subject of a scathing ALI report in March. 

 

READER IN STUDIO: The quality of the provision is not adequate to meet the 

reasonable needs of those receiving it.  More specifically, BNL’s leadership and management and 

its quality assurance are very weak, and the quality of opportunity is unsatisfactory.  The quality of  
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READER IN STUDIO cont: training in business administration, management and 

professional retailing and customer service is very weak. 

 

SILVER: It’s damning! 

 

HARLEY: Well, two things.  First of all, we had only been running this 

contract for a year and two months when we had our annual inspection, and I honestly say we’d 

spent the first year trying to figure out what we were doing.  We’d never done this before.  Not a 

single member of my staff knew what key skills were.  We’d never done technical certificates. 

 

SILVER: So what were you doing training apprentices? 

 

HARLEY: You could ask what were we doing getting a contract?  We 

understood NVQs, we had no problems with NVQs and we understood young people, so we had, if 

you like, the two key skills I think that you needed to actually get it going.  What we weren’t 

allowed was a learning curve.  We were hitting the ground running and learning at the same time 

as training our young people.  With regards to the quality of the training, they actually only sat in 

on half a training session. 

 

SILVER: It says here in front of me that there were four inspectors on 

sixteen days at twenty-six learner interviews, seventeen staff interviews.  It sounds pretty rigorous. 

 

HARLEY: That did, but I mean, if you also look at the other comments, 

there wasn’t a single complaint from a student.  Okay, it may be unfair in the sense that they’re 

with us on our learning curve, but they’re still in the building to be trained and they’re getting a 

very positive experience from it.  And we do tell them, ‘Look, we’ve not done this before.  You’re 

working with us as a guineapig,’ and they actually like that as well.  They feel they’re part of 

something new, something different and something that’s evolving. 

 

SILVER: A parent could justifiably read this and think you’re letting 

my son or daughter down.  I mean, the management training at BNL is weak, the arrangements for 

meeting a learner’s literacy, numeracy and language needs are unsatisfactory, arrangements for the 

quality assurance of training are inadequate.  Are you letting these kids down? 
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HARLEY: I think the apprentices are very happy with what’s happening 

here.  I totally agree that they haven’t got … 

 

SILVER: They have nothing to compare it to. 

 

HARLEY: No, I was just going to say that actually.  They haven’t got a 

benchmark to compare it with, but they are happy here and they are working. 

 

SILVER: What steps are you taking so that the next time the Adult 

Learning Inspectorate come knocking, you’ll get a better report? 

 

HARLEY: Do you want to switch that off? 

 

SILVER: Well Vivienne Harley has just left the room and she is visibly 

upset.  When she came back in, it was to tell me her contract had just been abruptly terminated by 

the Learning and Skills Council.  Last year the Adult Learning Inspectorate said 46% of providers 

weren’t up to scratch, which begs the question, should they have been awarded contracts in the 

first place?  Adult learning chief, David Sherlock. 

 

SHERLOCK: I think that’s 20/20 hindsight, isn’t it, that one? 

 

SILVER: Well, not exactly, because it was even worse, things were 

worse the year before. 

 

SHERLOCK: That’s absolutely true, and in fact a number of providers have 

been removed.  I mean, it’s a diminishing pool of providers.  There were about 1,200.  Our latest 

figure is somewhere around 800. 

 

SILVER: So 400 have been culled? 

 

SHERLOCK: Roughly a third we believe, yes. 
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SILVER: So a third of learning providers were so bad they had their 

contracts pulled.  Which means the apprentices with those providers were caught up in a system 

which badly let them down.  But at least accurate figures for failing providers are easily available.  

How employers are recruited is shrouded in mystery. 

Does your evaluation process include how the employers are signed up? 

 

SHERLOCK: Yes it does.  Certainly we’re interested in the relationship 

between training providers and employers, and remember that many providers are themselves 

employers. 

 

SILVER: But what about the actual recruitment of employers, the 

process in which a learning provider goes out into the community and signs up businesses that are 

going to be basically looking after these young people for the duration of their training? 

 

SHERLOCK: By the time we get to that point, usually the employers are 

already signed up.  I mean, it’s very difficult … 

 

SILVER: So that process isn’t scrutinised? 

 

SHERLOCK: How they do it isn’t scrutinised because plainly it’s already 

in place when we’re looking at it.  We’re looking at the total training package, as it exists at the 

time of the inspection, and not looking at the way it might have happened three or four or five 

years before.  It would be very difficult to do that. 

 

SILVER: For tens of thousands of apprentices the scheme works well.  

For others, let down by the employer or training provider, it can lead to exploitation, reduced job 

prospects, and of course further disillusionment for young people already cynical about the 

education system.  But for a tragic few the consequences are far worse. 

 

ACTUALITY WITH BARBARA 

 

SILVER: There’s a picture here on the wall we’re looking at. 
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BARBARA: Yes, it’s myself, my husband Barney, my son, Steven’s elder 

brother, and Steven is the baby. 

 

SILVER: That’s Steven there, the baby with the blond hair? 

 

BARBARA: Yes, he was 18 months.  He was a beautiful child.  He was a 

typical lad.  Had plenty of girlfriends, was a laugh, you know, he was my son.  I can’t say anything 

else. 

 

SILVER: Steven Burke was a 17 year old apprentice scaffolder who 

fell to his death on 30th January this year.  He lived with his parents, Bernard and Barbara, in 

Stockport. 

 

BARBARA: He just decided that that’s what he was going to do.  He 

didn’t want to do anything else only scaffolding, so we said as long as he could get an 

apprenticeship, he could. 

 

ACTUALITY IN DAVYHULME 

 

SILVER: Steven got his chance to work for a scaffolding firm, 3D, 

who have operated on sites across the north-west – sites like this one in Davyhulme, Manchester, 

where they were erecting scaffolding inside a vast empty sewage treatment tank.  3D wasn’t the 

only company working on the site, and Steven wasn’t the only apprentice.  Working alongside him 

was Tom Carragher. 

 

CARRAGHER: With the main contractors it was kind of a running joke, I 

mean, the guy in charge of us would usually come through and just say, ‘How many apprentices, 

how many, you know, unqualified gents have I got here today?’ and that’s just the way it was. 

 

SILVER: In theory, as he was under 18, Steven was supposed to be 

under the watchful eye of his mentor at 3D, Steve Carlyle. 

 



 

 

11 

CARLYLE: I got him his job and he worked with me for 18 months, 

mainly with me, very rarely with anybody else.  I was his mentor when we went onto a site and 

they asked us who was his mentor, with him being under 18, and then the company I worked for 

actually sent out a letter and said I was his mentor.  I’ve got a link with him through the family – 

my partner is his cousin – and also I’m his coach through karate as well.  He was exceptional at his 

karate.  He got up to the British Junior Squad, he was part of the British Junior Squad. 

 

SILVER: So you knew him very well? 

 

CARLYLE: Yes, we had a very close bond, one way or another, inside 

and outside of work. 

 

SILVER: But in the week of the accident, due to a heavy workload, 

they were split up, leaving Steven Burke without a mentor.  There were four young men on site on 

the day Steven died.  None of them was properly qualified and one of them was Tom Carragher. 

 

CARRAGHER: I come in in the morning, we meet in the cabin to have a cup 

of tea and just to chill out for a bit, because it can be a get on those mornings, it can be really cold, 

icy outside, and we sit down, have a brew.  I think Paul might have been the first guy that was in 

there, and then another mate came in.  Steve was the last guy that came in.  We sit down, having a 

brew, having a chat about what we did the night before.  After that we just basically check all our 

PPE – personal protective equipment.  We check each other’s kit over, make sure everything is up 

to date, harness, boots, highways jacket, helmet.  That’s what everyone has to wear.  Once we’d 

donned all that we made our way up.  It was freezing that morning, it was horrible, it was dead icy.  

I think it was a couple of days after it had snowed as well, because I remember getting a nice 

faceful of snow from Steve as a morning welcome one day. 

 

SILVER: The waste tank they were to work on that day was twenty 

metres in diameter.  Ten metres above, ten metres below ground.  Access to the tank was through 

small manholes in the side. 

 

CARRAGHER: Basically we start work.  I was in the top of the tank.  I’d just 

finished what I was doing.  I’d heard a shout basically, the guy in charge on the actual job.  He just 

said, ‘Get an ambulance,’ and I was just, I looked round and I was just, ‘Why?  What are you on  
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CARRAGHER cont: about?’  And as I jumped down off the lift, the gap that is 

actually in between each level, you can see down, and I just saw this vaguely man-shaped lump at 

the bottom.  And that was about sixty foot to the bottom.  I looked down and he was, the one thing 

I remember was the fact he was breathing, and the one thing I remember that someone had 

shouted, I think it might have been a work colleague or his brother had shouted, ‘Is he okay?’ and 

I’d actually just seen him and he was kind of strong breathing.  I thought, I can’t believe actually 

that’s happened and he’s still there. 

 

SILVER: It took an hour and a half for Steven to be winched out of the 

tank.  He was flown to hospital by helicopter where his father was waiting for him. 

 

BERNARD: I seen the porter and he says it’s not looking too good.  He 

said, he’s got very bad head injuries.  Because he was my son, I know it sounds silly, but I just 

hoped he didn’t hurt himself, because I’d like to have been there if I thought he hurt himself, 

because that’s how I am, you know. 

 

SILVER: Steven sustained fatal head injuries and died later that night.  

An investigation by the Health and Safety Executive is ongoing.  But his mentor, Steve Carlyle, 

says Steven should not have died. 

 

CARLYLE: The accident would never have happened, as basic as that, 

had I had been with him that week, had I had been with him the day of his accident, he’d still be 

here now.  Because, regardless of any circumstances that he would have been in, he would never 

have been in a dangerous situation.  The lad who was in charge of the job and he was working 

alongside was only trained to the same qualification as him, so therefore there was nobody  more 

qualified or more advanced scaffolder within there, and there should have been. 

 

SILVER: Is it normal practice for a 17 year old apprentice to be in that 

situation without proper supervision? 

 

CARLYLE: No it’s not.  They’re being exploited.  The younger lads are 

being exploited in respect of put into situations where they’ve no experience and they won’t say 

no, they’ll just get on with it.  There’s more injuries with young people than there is with the older 

fraternity, who can look after themselves and say no, say ‘I’m not going to do that because it’s 

dangerous,’ whereas the younger ones will just go, ‘Oh well, I’d better do it.’ 



 

 

13 

SILVER: File on 4 wanted to talk to Steven Burke’s employer, 3D, but 

they declined, citing the ongoing HSE investigation.  But we’ve discovered that question marks 

hang over the company’s health and safety record.  3D has had three prohibition notices relating to 

safety practices and faulty equipment placed upon it by the HSE.  In November 2001, the HSE 

issued an immediate prohibition notice relating to: 

 

READER IN STUDIO: Risk of falls of persons and risk of collapse of working 

platform.  Evident damage to boards of working platform, and scaffold not tied to permanent 

structure. 

 

SILVER: The second was issued on the 16th January this year, just two 

weeks before Steven Burke’s fatal accident. 

 

READER IN STUDIO: Notice issued to prohibit work at height until suitable and 

sufficient fall arrest equipment has been obtained and is used. 

 

SILVER: In layman’s terms, that means they were working without 

proper safety equipment.  The third was served following Steven’s death at Davyhulme.  It cited: 

 

READER IN STUDIO: Inadequate risk assessment and method statement.  

Inadequate emergency procedures. 

 

SILVER: While 3D were Steven’s employers, his apprenticeship was 

being overseen by a learning provider called Total People.  As part of their contract, learning 

providers are required to do a risk assessment and ensure that their apprentices are working in a 

safe environment.  File on 4 has learnt that, just before he died, a Total People representative 

visited Steven Burke on the Davyhulme site.  He failed to spot that Steven was working without 

proper supervision and lacked the necessary qualifications for the job he was doing.  Nor was he 

aware that Steven had injured himself by cutting his face with his spanner – it’s called spanner rash 

in the trade – the very same day.  Like so many minor injuries in the construction trade, it went 

unreported.  It’s now six months since their son died, and Steven’s parents want answers. 

 

BARBARA: I think that the government scheme should have made sure of 

where he was.  I do think that Total People are at fault as well, because they should have insisted 

that Steven had a mentor, not be on a site like that on his own. 
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BERNARD: Surely he’s not qualified enough to be left on his own.  He 

should have had his mentor with him at all times. 

 

BARBARA: You know, if they’d have been doing their job properly, 

Steven wouldn’t even have been on that site. 

 

SILVER: We asked Total People for an interview.  They also declined, 

saying that Steven’s death was under investigation by the HSE.  Total People has had an 

improvement notice placed on it in relation to the fatal accident.  An HSE document seen by File 

on 4 says the notice has been served – and I quote – ‘in relation to the failings to ensure that they 

had a system in place which would ensure the safety of the scaffolding trainees whilst on site.’  

This was a learning provider who was given a glowing report by the Adult Learning Inspectorate 

late last year.  Arguably that raises concerns about the evaluation process and questions for the 

chief inspector himself, David Sherlock. 

 

SHERLOCK: I wouldn’t want to comment on it.  I don’t think there’s any 

doubt that in fact, if it was plain to all concerned that apprentices were being inappropriately 

placed, that would have an impact on inspection grades and it would have an impact on the 

liability of the training provider.  Total People is a very large company and by and large their 

provision was good, so I think that we need to wait for the working-out of this particular case 

before we know whether they have a liability or not. 

 

SILVER: Steven Burke was one of nine apprentice workers, all under 

the age of 23, to have died while on government-funded, work-based learning in the past 21 

months.  All were with different learning providers.  None are in any way linked.  Others have 

included 22 year old James West, crushed to death by falling steel whilst working for Northern 

Engineering and Fabrications Ltd in Darlington.  The company pleaded guilty to health and safety 

offences and was fined £10,000.  According to the TUC’s Head of Health and Safety,  

Hugh Robertson, most – if not all – of those deaths could have been prevented.  He says rigorous 

health and safety assessments by learning providers should be undertaken before they place 

apprentices. 
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ROBERTSON: The reality is that they should not be putting people in until 

they’ve actually seen what that organisation is actually going to be doing to protect workers, not 

just a tick box approach, but actually looking at the record of that organisation in terms of whether 

it’s had any prosecutions in the past, what is its accident record, what is its safety policy, where are 

the risk assessments.  Apprentices are being put in organisations that have not even done basic risk 

assessments, despite the fact that is a basic legal requirement.  All deaths at work are preventable, 

very easily preventable, if the employer actually has proper management systems, has proper 

support systems in place.  Deaths occur because workers are put in situations they should not be in.  

The Health and Safety Executive’s report itself shows that about 85% of deaths are down simply to 

management failures. 

 

SILVER: While we do know the figure for the number of apprentices 

killed at work, File on 4 has discovered that figures for those injured are not being effectively 

monitored.  The Learning and Skills Council told us that it requires learning providers to inform 

them of any incident which leads to absence from the workplace for three days or more.  But, for 

20 year old apprentice bricklayer, Joe (not his real name), the system didn’t work.  He was off 

work for three months after a fall. 

 

JOE: A bricklayer foreman came up to see how I was getting on.  

He didn’t mention that we shouldn’t be in there.  He didn’t shout, he didn’t moan, he didn’t say 

that there should be boards out, you know, so you can stand on them.  There was nothing at all.  He 

was happy that we was getting the job done, to be honest with you.  He didn’t say that you 

shouldn’t be in there, you shouldn’t be doing that – do it this way.  He didn’t give us any options 

like or even a suggestion of how to do it another different way.  So he said to the other apprentice 

at the time, carry on helping me for another five or ten minutes and then come down and help him.  

He was like, ‘Yeah yeah, fine.’  Then he decides to leave, so he’s gone down to help the bricklayer 

foreman, and then the next thing you know I’ve hit the brick and I fell through the joists and I’ve 

landed in the upstairs of the house. 

 

SILVER: According to LSC regulations, his absence from work should 

have been reported to them after three days.  But the LSC only found out about the accident by 

chance. 
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SILVER :  In the Learning Skills Council report in front of me, it 

says that the incident occurred on 8th January 2002 and that the injured person’s employer did not 

report the accident to the learning provider.  This was identified when a monitoring officer was 

visiting a local college on 31st January 2002, and another apprentice brought the accident up in 

conversation.  The accident was reported to the Learning Skills Council by the learning provider 

on 1st February 2002.  So it’s clear from this report the accident was only reported due to 

happenstance. 

Two weeks ago, Joe won a case against his employer, who admitted 85% liability.  He was 

awarded £20,000 compensation for loss of earnings.  Ask which of the various government 

agencies monitor cases like Joe’s and you get a confusing answer.  The Adult Learning 

Inspectorate, which monitors training providers, has a far-reaching remit.  But in the critical area 

of health and safety, the chief inspector, David Sherlock, admits they are limited in what they can 

do. 

 

SHERLOCK: We would certainly look at health and safety issues where we 

find them.  The primary responsibility for health and safety matters under the Health and Safety at 

Work Acts 1974 lies with employers.  We are essentially looking at delivery in the same way that 

any mature adult visiting a workplace would.  So if we see, for example, something which we 

consider to be dangerous, we would stop that happening.  Where it was serious, we would close 

down the training and we would report that both to the employer and the Learning and Skills 

Council. 

 

SILVER: But there has to be a problem first before you look at health 

and safety in detail? 

 

SHERLOCK; Yes there does, because we are going along looking at 

training in action.  I said that our job was to look at the quality of training, to assess the quality of 

training and the level of benefit being experienced by the individual learner. 

 

SILVER: But the Learning and Skills Council said to us that more 

important even than the training is health and safety, that’s their number one priority.  So it seems 

as though, in terms of the inspection process, it’s lower down the list. 
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SHERLOCK: No, it’s not lower down the list, but in fact we are, if you 

like, lower down the pecking order.  The employer is number one, with the primary responsibility.  

Let me say that I am aware of the fatal accidents that you mention and I’m absolutely appalled by 

them.  One death of a young person with a whole life in front of them, a promising life in front of 

them, is too many.  Nine, I think, suggests that there are some serious issues that need to be 

addressed. 

 

SILVER: We know there are records kept of tragic deaths. We know 

also that there are no records kept of injuries to apprentices. 

 

SHERLOCK: Well there should be records of injuries kept by employers 

and training providers … 

 

SILVER: But shouldn’t there be a central database, because that way 

you’d be able to see if there was particular problems with particular companies? 

 

SHERLOCK: I think the point you make is very valid, and I think if there’s 

one thing that comes out of this, this group of tragedies, it should be better central reporting, 

certainly of fatal accidents and all serious accidents.  It would allow us to address the issues in a 

much more measured way than we can at the moment. 

 

SILVER: So you would identify that as a gap? 

 

SHERLOCK: Yes, I think it’s a significant gap, and if it was filled, it would 

allow us to address the issues rather better. 

 

SILVER: At the Learning and Skills Council, which oversees the 

apprenticeship scheme, Stephen Gardiner tries to clarify the situation. 

 

GARDINER: Well, the monitoring of the health and safety is down to the 

training provider.  This is down to the employer or to the training provider with whom we contract, 

but the responsibility under the contract for seeking assurance for the health and safety 

arrangements stays with the Learning and Skills Council. 
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SILVER: So it’s your responsibility? 

 

GARDINER: For seeking assurance that the processes that they have in 

place are fit for purpose, but ensuring that the processes that they have in place are correct is the 

Health and Safety Executive.  And the responsibility for the learners lies with the providers that we 

contract with. 

 

SILVER: Well, that sentence indicates to me that it’s quite possible that 

that duty of care could fall between various stools. 

 

GARDINER: Well, I think the responsibilities are clear.  The prime 

responsibility is with the employers or providers, and the responsibility for ensuring that they are 

complying with that is the Health and Safety Executive.  We produce guidance that helps them to 

do that, but the responsibility is with HSE. 

 

SILVER: Would you acknowledge that there is potential for a certain 

amount of buck-passing to take place? 

 

GARDINER: We’re very clear with the people with whom we contract.  

We make it clear to them that health and safety is their prime responsibility.  We can provide 

information, we can provide guidance, we can track the incidents that occur in provision that we 

have funded.  But the prime responsibility is clearly with the person who employs the apprentices. 

 

SILVER: The HSE told  File on 4 that they don’t keep separate figures 

for injured apprentices.  In two months time the apprenticeship scheme will be expanded to include 

a small number of 14 year olds.  And despite the question marks hanging over health and safety, 

including the information shortfalls we’ve identified, the skills minister, Ivan Lewis, says the 

advantages outweigh any lingering doubts. 

 

LEWIS: Well the response is that maybe we need to look at that, if 

that will help to improve the system and to help us learn the lessons, then anything that will help to 

do that we should consider.  But the reality is, as you know, in any situation such as this, the 

Health and Safety Executive, with the police, investigate all of the evidence.  And if it’s found 

there’s been negligence, then those people or that employer in those circumstances would be held 

to account in a court of law, and we can’t rush to judgement. 
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SILVER: Is it the right time to expand the scheme to 14 year olds when 

there are still significant questions over health and safety? 

 

LEWIS: I’m unable to comment on individual cases, but of course 

let’s talk generally.  There will be circumstances, there will be isolated circumstances where any 

system operated by any training provider, operated by any government, fail.  Is that a reason not to 

expand our apprenticeship system, when we have a record number of young people participating 

and wanting to this year, when we already have significant numbers of young people on work 

experience, on a weekly if not a daily basis in this country?  Of course it isn’t.  What we have to do 

is make sure that all the health and safety requirements are fulfilled appropriately.  And in the 

cases of 14 to 16 year olds, of course they’re children, they’re even more vulnerable, and therefore 

we’ll make sure that the guidance that’s available to employers, to young people and their families, 

recognises that. 
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