
savE their 
futureThe late teens and early 

twenties are a formative 
time: a period during which 
young people take their first 

tentative steps towards independence. 
Finding work plays a key part in that 
process. But if the jobs aren’t there, 
that process is stalled, and it would 
seem that in Thanet, too often,  
they aren’t. 

Of course, it is not only young 
people who struggle to find jobs. But it 
is especially young people. According 
to data released by Kent County 
Council in November 2020, though 
the county’s youth unemployment 
rate is only slightly higher than the 
national average – 9.9 per cent versus 
9.2 per cent across the UK – it is those 
aged 18 to 24-year-old who account for 
21 per cent of all unemployed people 
in Kent. Thanet in particular has the 
highest youth unemployment rate in 
the south-east, at 17.2 per cent.

In spite of the hype about Margate’s 
regeneration, its continued status as a 
tourist town brings specific problems: 
too many roles are seasonal, says 
Alan Currie, councillor for Cliftonville 
West, and there is “a distinct lack 

of well-paying, steady jobs.” Among 
many local people it has come to be 
“just accepted that you expect to work 
only eight or nine months of the year 
... But it needn’t be,” he says.  

“Currently we don’t see enough local 
young people, or those from migrant 
or Roma groups, or those with English 
as a second language, involved in the 
arts,” Currie says. “We need to create 
more opportunities to dissolve that 
divide.” He believes that more young 
people should be encouraged to start 
their own businesses in a number of 
ways: from business tax rate relief, to 

the offer of start-up funding, to the 
creation of more affordable premises.

Kent’s education system also brings 
difficulties. With only 25 per cent of 
Margate’s children destined to pass 
the Kent Test and go to grammar 
school, the remaining 75 per cent 
are, says county councillor for 
Margate Barry Lewis, “liable to deem 
themselves failures before they’ve 
even begun, and to disengage from 
both education and training.” That is 
why the work which Lucy Davenport 
does is critical. A progression coach 
with the charity ThinkForward, she 

runs in-school workshops and work 
insight trips whose explicit goal is to 
ready students for the world of work. 
From the ages of 13 to 19, skills such 
as resilience, communication and self-
assurance are practised. Throughout 
all of this what is most important is 
“fostering a future-oriented mindset”. 
Lucy explains that intergenerational 
unemployment means that many 
lack working role models in their 
community, and consequently young 
people tend to lack the “aspirations  
and confidence. Engagement is 
everything,” Davenport says. ►
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Margate is changing, but that 
hasn’t yet translated into jobs 
for its young people. How  
can the town step up to give 
them what they need?
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However such coaching is the 
exception, not the norm. When he 
began searching for work aged 17 
Richard* had no idea how to start. The 
only employment-related activity he 
and classmates had been offered was, 
he says, “a bit of work experience”. So 
it was “tough, no one wanted to hire 
school leavers, and my mind was all 
over the place with what I wanted to 
do.” Richard eventually found work 
as a Christmas temp, but when that 
ended he was forced to sign on to 
Universal Credit. His second role, as 
a customer service assistant at Asda, 
was, he says, “fun at first, but it only 
offered short hours that no one could 
live on.”

The key lies, says Barry Lewis, in 
“local jobs paired with local training”. 
At the moment, he continues, “it is 
something of a catch-22: if a young 
person gets an apprenticeship, he 
or she has to move out of the area to 
find a job.” Then, if a company moves 
into the area, they find they have to 
“get people in from outside”. What is 
urgently needed is an apprenticeship 
system for young people which 

matches with the local economy. This 
means, Lewis suggests, “young people 
learning how to put solar panels on 
houses or lay insulation,” for example. 

Alan Currie agrees. Tourist town 
though Margate may be, more 
opportunities ought to be being 
created in what he refers to as 
“industries for the future”. He cites 
the IT industry, clean energy, biotech 
and engineering as fields which could 
potentially flourish here. And yet they 
remain industries, he says, “in which 
young people currently wouldn’t know 
where to start.”

Like Richard, Susie* was adrift 
after leaving school. She decided to 
sign on at the JobCentre. “The whole 
experience was very disappointing,” 
she says. “After being assigned a ‘work 
coach’, I was told I would have to 
attend several courses to help me with 
CV writing, as well as to an external 
mentoring scheme. The lecturers were 
obviously uninterested, and very few 
actual job opportunities were offered 
to me.” At one point she was told she 
was “guaranteed an interview” if she 
completed an online training course. 

But though she completed the course, 
there was no response. Eventually 
Susie gave up on the JobCentre, forced 
to find work instead through a family 
friend.

Thanet District Council (TDC)
says that it “has limited opportunities 
to directly influence youth 
unemployment” but that it took the 
issue “into consideration” when 
developing, for example, Thanet’s 
economic growth strategy. It also has 
an active communities coordinator 
who works on projects which directly 
impact young people in the area, such 
as the Play, Pride, Purpose project 
which, says a spokesperson, “gives 
young people a chance to take part in 
physical activity and  
gain qualifications.”

In addition, says TDC, “we have 
been successful in our bid to the 
Department of Work and Pensions 
to run a 12-month wellbeing and 
employment project across the 
district for DWP customers aged 18 
to 24.” This mentoring programme, 
which “will support the wellbeing of 
all involved whilst enhancing their 

employability skills”, was stalled by 
2020’s series of lockdowns, and though 
a revised date had been set for the 
spring, it is once again under review.

One thing everyone is hoping for is 
the Margate Town Deal, a “crucial” 
investment, says Currie, of up to 
£29 million into the regeneration of 
Margate. If secured, the funding could 
offer precisely the money needed to 
enable a land trust to purchase empty 
buildings and repurpose them for the 
use of the community. It could also 
direct money into making “correct 
training” available for young people. 

The pandemic has alerted 
decision-makers to an existing issue, 
prompting the government to develop 
the nationwide KickStart scheme. 
Targeted at 16 to 24-year-olds on 
Universal Credit, the scheme pays 
the wages of the young person in 
return for a job placement. It is sorely 
needed: Lucy Davenport tells of how 
dramatically her role has altered since 
Covid-19 lockdowns have been in 
place. Lately, the top three questions 
she has found herself needing to 
ask are: “Are you okay, have you got 
food on the table, and can you access 
online learning?” 

When home-schooling became 
necessary, Davenport discovered that 
15 students out of a group of 30 – half 
the cohort – did not have access to a 
device. And yet she remains genuinely 
hopeful. “Of the year 11s that left 
last year,” she notes, “all of them, 
excepting one who was in exceptional 
circumstances, are now in either 
college or sixth-form.” That is not 
because of her, she says, but “because 
of their own goal-setting”. Young 
people are not uninterested in their 
futures. Let’s hope that in 2021 and 
beyond more of them are given the 
support they deserve.

 
*Names have been changed to protect 
the identities of young people

 
“What is urgently 
needed is an 
apprenticeship 
system for young 
people which 
matches with the 
local economy”


