Let’s talk learnerships and skills programmes
By Adv. Don Leffler, Director: Tourism, Hospitality & Sport Business School (THSBS)

Following the implementation of the Skills Development Act and the Skills Development Levies Act, there has been much talk about LEARNERSHIPS and SKILLS PROGRAMMES and some confusion about what they are, what one needs to do to implement such a programme and what funding is available to employers, writes Adv. Don Leffler, Director: Tourism, Hospitality & Sport Business School (THSBS)
Interest on the subject of LEARNERSHIPS has recently been renewed by the announcement from THETA of Learnerships available for 2007/8. Significant tax breaks will be granted to Employers who participate in Learnerships. 
WHAT IS A LEARNERSHIP?
A LEARNERSHIP can be equated to what most of us know as an “apprenticeship”. It is a mechanism to enable people to achieve a National Qualification (or nationally recognised certificate/diploma).  LEARNERSHIPS can be offered to people who are already employed or those who are unemployed.

A LEARNERSHIP must have the following elements:

· It must be registered with the Department of Labour. This is facilitated by THETA

· There must be a formal theory-training component.  The recommended duration of this should be no less than 30/40% of the training provided, but this can and will vary depending on the knowledge component present in a particular National Qualification

· There must be an on-the-job component.  Here, the recommended time allotted should be approximately 70/60% of the 
training provided

· It must result in a full registered National Qualification

· Learners (or those completing the LEARNERSHIP) must be registered with THETA and, during their training, must be assessed using the guidelines provided in the unit standards and/or national qualification.  Learners can also apply to be assessed for things they already know and do, (recognition of prior learning or RPL)

· There must be a signed CONTRACTUAL ARRANGEMENT between the learner, the employer and the training provider (or college)

· A signed LEARNERSHIP AGREEMENT which details the rights and responsibilities of all participants to the LEARNERSHIP must also be in place and approved by THETA

· Training must be provided by an Accredited Training Provider, which has Full Programme Approval for its training programmes (NATIONAL QUALIFICATIONS).

Employers who implement LEARNERSHIPS can apply to receive funding to offset inputs i.e. training and assessment costs (see at THETA’s website at www.theta.org.za).

WHAT IS A SKILLS PROGRAMME?
A SKILLS PROGRAMME does not aim to provide the holistic and rounded approach offered by National Qualifications. It aims to provide a limited range of knowledge and skills to enable a person to perform a job.  For example, a travel receptionist or processor will not necessarily need a full travel qualification to perform their job – they need only select knowledge and skills.

SKILLS PROGRAMMES are built to serve an industry (not an individual employer) and are determined by industry, based on need. Once agreed, the details are forwarded to THETA for approval.  The process involves looking at jobs commonly found in industry and then attaching a range of unit standards to meet the needs of those jobs.

A range of SKILLS PROGRAMMES for Tourism, including Travel, Hospitality & Sport, are currently available (refer to the THETA website on  for more information).  

While there is no specific funding allocated for the implementation of a SKILLS PROGRAMME, benefits to industry include:

· The ability to implement bite sized chunks of training to up-skill existing employees in a manner that is manageable and cost effective for the employer.  This applies in those instances where down, or right, sizing of an organisation is required. To 
avoid retrenchment and/or job losses, 
employees can be moved from areas that are no longer cost effective and trained and moved to areas that are

· A goal focused and planned means to grow, for example, a junior consultant to an intermediate consultant

· The ability to improve multi-skilling in an organisation

GUIDELINES TO ACCESS NORMAL GRANTS
All employers who pay PAYE to SARS on behalf of their employees OR those whose employees costs exceed R 500 000.00 per annum, must by law, pay 1% of employee cost to SARS - the “skills levy contribution”. Of the contribution made, 20% is forwarded to the National Skills Fund - these funds will be used to address national training priorities.

The remaining 80% is forwarded to THETA. Of this, 10% is used by THETA for its own administration costs and the remaining 70% is available for grants. The employer can access a percentage of their levy contribution, payable as a grant, provided the following is in place:

· The organisation must have registered with SARS and levy contributions must be paid and up to date

· The organisation must have indicated that they are a member of THETA (SETA 
25) when the SARS registration took place

· A Skills Development Facilitator must be in place

· A Workplace Skills Plan (WSP) must be 
completed and forwarded to THETA

· An Implementation Report, confirming that training interventions have taken place, must also be completed and forwarded to THETA

WHAT FUNDING IS AVAILABLE?
For SKILLS PROGRAMMES
“Funding” for SKILLS PROGRAMMES is accessed through the normal channels.

For LEARNERSHIPS:
1.
Tax breaks for employers who enter into registered learnership agreements 
Legislation has recently been promulgated that provides income tax breaks to employers who enter into registered learnership agreements with learners.

The tax breaks offered to employers are the following:

2.
In respect of a learner who is not employed with the employer at the time of entering into the learnership:
· Upon entering into a registered learnership agreement (on or after 1October 2001 but before 1 October 2006), a deduction from income equal 
to the lesser of R25 000 or the annual equivalent of the remuneration of the learner; and

· Upon completion of the registered learnership agreement (on or after 1 October 2001), a deduction from income equal to the lesser of R25 000 or the annual equivalent of the remuneration of the learner.

3.
In respect of a learner who is employed with the employer at the 
time of entering into the learnership:

· Upon entering into a registered learnership agreement (on or after 1 October 2001 but before 1 October 2006), a deduction from income equal 
to the lesser of R17 500 or 70% of the annual equivalent of the remuneration of the learner; and

· Upon completion of the registered learnership agreement (on or after 1 October 2001) a deduction from income equal to the lesser of R25 000 or the annual equivalent of the remuneration of the learner.

Learnership agreements must be registered with the appropriate SETA and the employer must comply with various administrative and disclosure requirements before the tax deductions will be allowed.  

Contracts of apprenticeship registered in terms of section 18 of the Manpower Training Act no. 56 of 1981 also qualify as registered learnership agreements. 

Employers who require further information may contact the SETA where they are registered for purposes of administration of the Skills Development Act no. 97 of 1998. 

THE WAY FORWARD
Companies and/or Organizations If you would like to participate in LEARNERSHIPS and/or SKILLS PROGRAMMES for the National Certificate in General Travel, professional Cookery or Food & Beverage Services, please contact your selected ACCREDITED TRAINING PROVIDER for further information.  

For more information contact THSBS on Email: info@tourismtraining.co.za.  
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