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Industry and enterprise inspiring young people




Press Notice

“Give me a scientist and I’ll teach him to knit”
Skills shortages are nothing new to British industry.  And companies that operate at the leading edge of technological change are often hardest hit.  But while The Drapers’ Company (one of the leading City of London Livery Companies) may be 650 years old they are not afraid of new ideas and they have hit on a novel solution to a problem that has been around for as long as they have.
Of course the textiles industry has changed a lot since the early 1300s.  Indeed much of the traditional textiles sector has collapsed in the face of competition from places like India and China where the costs of production are much lower.  Out of the ashes an exciting, new industry has emerged called technical textiles.  But unlike other industries in which the UK is a world leader, technical textiles industry is a bit of a hidden success story. 

But the technical textiles sector (which makes anything from “breathable” clothing to materials used in civil engineering to medical products) has a problem.  It just can’t attract the skilled staff that it needs.  In particular it finds it difficult to recruit people with the IT and scientific skills that are crucial to its success.

The Drapers’ Company thinks that there are two issues.  First, young people know very little about the sector. And that what they have heard has probably been based on outdated ideas and preconceptions.  But second, they also believe that there is a deeper issue: namely that too few young people are studying science beyond GCSE level and that a key reason for this is that they simply cannot see the relevance of the subject to their future lives. 

So the Drapers Company has decided to tackle the problem head on.   They do not go quite as far as the Jesuits who famously said “Give me the child until he is seven and I will give you the man."  But they think that if they can catch the eye of a 14 year old they might just attract him (or her) for life.  

To test their ideas The Drapers’ Company has entered into a partnership with the fast growing education/business link charity, The Industrial Trust.  By building bridges between the technical textiles sector and schools they have not just been opening the eyes of young people to the opportunities that the sector affords: they have been tackling a much bigger issue for UK schools: how to interest young people in science. 
The results have been impressive.  So far more than 1,200 young people have been taken by The Industrial Trust on visits to technical textile companies (with their teachers receiving a set of highly regarded materials to help them build on the experience).   And partnerships with two of the leading Universities in this field, Leeds and de Montfort have provided another 500 young people and their teachers with events designed to provide an understanding of “extreme materials”.
To ensure that student interest is sustained and built upon, the Drapers Company, with the support of The Industrial Trust, has also launched an annual programme of awards.  With generous prizes (in some case worth over £2,000) the response has been very encouraging for The Drapers.  At a reception at the prestigious Drapers Hall last night (23rd October) the lucky winners received their prizes.  In presenting their awards, Julian Ellis OBE said:
“Technical Textiles is a particularly exciting sector in which to work.  The response of these young people to the experiences provided by The Industrial Trust has demonstrated this.  The quality of their work has been extremely impressive.  I am sure that they all have a wonderful future ahead of them.”

In his address to the event Nicholas Winterton MP also referred to a message from Andrew, Duke of York which praised the Drapers’ Company’s work with The Industrial Trust and emphasised its importance.  

So will this programme do the trick and make skills shortages a thing of the past for the technical textiles sector?  There is little doubt that it is helping and there certainly seemed to be a few young people at The Drapers Hall who had already made their minds up about what they wanted to do when they had finished studying.  

And the success of The Drapers’ Company’s partnership with The Industrial Trust also suggests that there may be something in this model that will help to tackle the broader problem of engaging young people with science and encouraging them onto further study.  And that is an issue that impacts on a lot of sectors: not just technical textiles. 
Further Information

For more information (including to attend the awards ceremony) please contact John Thompson at The Industrial Trust on 07810 813011 or john.thompson@industrialtrust.org.uk. 

Award winners

Key Stage 3-4 Technical Textiles Award
Winner: Victoria Conte, Ossett School, Wakefield

Key Stage 5: Technical Textiles Award

Joint winner: Harriet Fox, Eckington School, Derbyshire

Joint winner: Sarah Mills, Uckfield Community Technical College

Undergraduate Technical Textiles Award

Winner: Aurelia Castro: The University of Huddersfield

The Worshipful Company of Drapers:

The Livery Companies of the City of London have been in existence for many centuries.  They controlled, protected and monopolised the trades and crafts of the City, and played an important role in the politics and society of London.

Founded over 600 years ago, the Drapers’ Company was from the first a benevolent institution helping its members who fell into distress. Whilst its earlier involvement in the woollen cloth trade, from which it took its name, has ceased, the Company has expanded its benevolent role at the same time as preserving its heritage and traditions of friendship and hospitality.

The principal role of the Drapers’ Company today is to act as Trustee and to administer the many Charitable Trusts that have been left in its care over the centuries.  It has strong links with a number of schools, colleges and universities, and supports a miscellany of charitable institutions, annually making grants in excess of £2.3 million in the fields of education and the relief of need, improving the quality of life and expectations of hundreds of young people and adults.  It also acts as Trustee for almshouses with some 200 residents.

The Drapers’ Company continues to play a part in the life of the City; its Liverymen carry out important functions in the elections of the government of the City of London and certain of its officers.  The members today comprise a wide cross-section of society.  

The Industrial Trust

The Industrial Trust is a charity.  It chairman is Sir Hugh Sykes and its Trustees include Sir Mike Tomlinson.  It helps young people to understand what wealth creation is about and enthuses and inspires them to be enterprising in their own lives.  

The Industrial Trust is England’s biggest provider of short in-company learning experiences for young people.  It offers a range of programmes for young people and their teachers all tailored to agreed learning objectives.  It has taken well over 100,000 young people and their teachers to the 700+ companies that support it.

Key Stage 3/4 prizewinner Victoria Conte receiving her award from Christian Williams, The Master of the Drapers’ Company.  
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