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What does the sector look like? 

Overall, the Manufacturing and Engineering sector in the Leeds City Region employs around 

139,000 people – nearly 11% of the workforce and a higher proportion than nationally.  It 

comprises a broad range of companies, including those in industries such as transport 

equipment, electrical and optical equipment, textiles and clothing, wood products and food 

and drink.  It includes general as well as advanced manufacturing. 

Future prospects 

The sector has endured a challenging period of restructuring but is emerging leaner and fitter.  

It includes large and growing companies who are competing internationally as well as smaller 

operations.  Different areas of manufacturing are forecast to have contrasting fortunes.  Whilst 

economic modelling shows that some areas such as textiles and clothing and electrical and 

optical equipment are forecast to see significant reductions in employment, notable rises are 

predicted in others such as machinery and equipment and other manufacturing. 

Forty four percent of manufacturing businesses surveyed through the main LEP Skills 

Research project thought local economic conditions would improve in the next 3-5 years, 

whilst 25% anticipated no change. Employment forecast are static for most roles, however, 

those expecting to recruit more people to specific roles outweigh those expecting to shed 

staff.   

The occupations where most growth is expected are skilled trade occupations (33% expected 

to employ more people, 3% to employ less) and process, plant and machine operatives (21% 

expected to employ more people, 1% expected to employ less). 

Which skills and qualifications are the most important? 

The sector places most onus on apprenticeships, NVQs, GCSEs and industry standard 

qualifications.  Fewer firms rate A-levels, degrees and post-graduate qualifications as 

important.  Engineering skills are especially important to the sector at various skills levels. 

Most businesses want to see a combination of good core knowledge, especially in 

mechanical engineering, coupled with transferable and employability skills like a positive 

attitude, drive, initiative, flare and problem solving ability.  Many feel that they can mould 

recruits with the right knowledge base and attitude into the skilled employees they need.   

Skills issues 

There is a shortage of good, qualified engineers.  This is a national and global issue, but one 

that is felt acutely by local businesses and expected to become worse given what one 

business described as an ‘age tsunami’ of retirement in the next 5-15 years.   

Specific shortage cited include: 

 Mechanical engineers, including specialisms such as maintenance engineers, 

process engineers, manufacturing engineers, project engineers and quality 

engineers; 

 Machinists (e.g. millers, grinders, lathe operators), especially ones in more highly 

skilled roles such as experienced machine setters; 

 Engineers with shop floor skills – e.g. shop floor inspectors. 

 

 

 



 

   

Graduates 

Employment of graduates in manufacturing is low – only 15% of those companies who 

responded to the telephone survey employ graduates in graduate level jobs. However, larger 

and more specialised companies do employ graduates, for instance in management positions 

or as mechanical engineers. 

Two thirds of those who employ graduates say they are important to their business.  Only a 

small proportion – 2% – of those who do not employ graduates intend to recruit them to 

graduate level roles in the next 3-5 years. 

Apprenticeships and the integration of work and learning 

The businesses interviewed through the qualitative research were universally positive about 

apprenticeships.  Some are now recruiting more apprentices than graduates for the first time, 

and many support bright apprentices to keep on upskilling, for instance to degree level.  This 

combination of work and learning is highly valued, and employers also support other options 

that offer the same benefits, such as placements from degree courses. 

Apprenticeships are used more commonly in this sector than most others.  24% of businesses 

who participated in the telephone survey employ them now, whilst 30% intend to recruit 

apprentices within the next three years.  The most common area for recruiting apprentices in 

is engineering and manufacturing technologies (most commonly in engineering manufacture 

at craft and technical level or operator and semi-skilled level).  Some companies are 

collaborating in recruiting apprentices, with local authority support. 

Training provision 

Two thirds (65%) of firms from the telephone survey expect some or all of their staff to receive 

training over the next three years.  Most think training budgets will stay level, but over a third 

expect them to rise. 

Larger businesses in particular often engage with and/or use education and training provided 

by FE colleges and higher education.  Perceptions about the quality of this vary, with 

companies describing the apprentices they sourced from some colleges as far better than 

others.  Links with universities were also variable, but with good practice in places. 

Education and subject choices are key to the sector - it needs more students to choose 

science, engineering, technology and maths subjects.  Some companies have suffered bad 

practice such as being excluded from talking to academically brighter pupils.  But others have 

engaged positively and recruited good apprentices downstream that way. 

Opportunities for providers 

 Manufacturing employers are, in relative terms, amongst the least likely to be aware of 

the training provision available in their local area.  Alongside the LEPs, there is therefore 

a role for providers to promote both their offer and the commercial benefits of training to 

employers. Regarding the commercial benefits aspect, this research recommends that a 

standardised e-information pack be developed by the LEPs and shared with the 

providers for dissemination to employers.  This need not be lengthy; in fact, in keeping 

with the tone of providers’ feedback throughout this research, the more succinct it is, the 

better. Nor need it incur any significant public expense.  It is more of a case of drawing 

together information that already exists into a single place and giving providers a tool 

with which to strengthen their employer engagement.  



 

   

 There is the opportunity for closer working with employers to help upskill the existing 

workforce to meet replacement demand issues for mechanical engineers, project 

engineers and quality engineers.  Likewise skilled machinists and shop floor inspectors.    

 Providers should emphasise to learners, especially school leavers and new entrants to 

the industry, the importance of transferable skills and soft skills to their employment and 

career progression prospects.  

 


