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PRELIMNARY
I feel highly honoured to be invited by the organizers of this conference to address this distinguished audience and to contribute to discussion on an issue which is very topical today.  The subject of skills development is not only timely but appropriate in view of the present global socio-economic challenges. For us in Nigeria, the issue of skills gap is particularly topical considering the structural, academic, vocational and planning challenges which are peculiar to us presently.
Today, human capital development and wealth creation are important components of the 7- Point Agenda of the present administration. The aim is to develop our economy and our country. To make Nigerian economy one of the 20 largest economies by the year 2020.  You will all agree with me that if this country is to move out of the present economic doldrums, then its abundant human resources needed to be deployed effectively and efficiently to manage other natural resources, in order to attain these developmental goals.
It is in realization of these daunting challenges that my Ministry recently organized a National Employment Summit. This was in April 2009.  The focus of the three-day expert meeting and ministerial summit was to identify employment potentials in twelve broad sectors and recommend how these could be tapped for the benefit of our growing population.  One key factor that was identified as militating against  full utilization of the employment opportunities in the various sectors is lack of relevant skills.  It is therefore a great opportunity for me to be here today to discuss this very vital issue with the critical stakeholders that are saddled with the responsibility of skills provision and development for the Nigerian economy.
Let me at this juncture attest to the truism that no nation experiences development above the skills level of its human resources. The shortage of appropriately skilled labour across many industries is emerging as a significant and complex challenge to Nigeria's economic growth and future development.  Skills in all and every ramification translate into inventions, services, products, ideas, innovations and best practices that drive the wheel of progress and development.  From a studied position, the development of any nation depends to a very large extent on the calibre, organisation and motivation of its human resources.  In the specific case of Nigeria where cultural diversity exerts tremendous influence on politics and administration, the capacity to increase the benefits and reduce the costs of this diversity constitutes a human resource management challenge of epic proportion.
In addition, it is widely held that knowledge, skills, and resourcefulness of people are critical to sustaining economic and social development activities in a knowledge based society. Given the growing global IT networking and the dynamic investment climate in Nigeria, the demand for knowledge workers with high levels of technical and soft skills can only increase.  IT knowledge and networking skills is the arrowhead of the modern world of work. All aspect of work is now computerized. Only those who move with the tide will be successful.
However, the gap that exists between what is taught at school and the skills required to perform on a job is so wide that a high percentage of young graduates are said to be unemployable for lack   needed skills that would make them profitable for any employer. This state of affairs has existed in Nigeria for so long that there is urgent need for serious actions to stem the tide and correct the malaise that is robbing the nation of progress in many fields of endeavour.    
This paper therefore sets out to examine the skills gaps in the Nigerian labour market, look at some of the causes, and in considering the probable solutions suggest the possibilities of exploring a new role for our universities and employers of labour.  The two sides, one producing and the other utilizing the work force, need a common ground to operate so that such synergy will result in adequate supply of relevant personnel for all the sectors of the economy.  It is when such balance is in sight that we may begin to wrap our arms around resolving the issue of unemployment in the society.  
With your kind permission I will like to proceed by attempting to put in perspective what I understand to be the main issue for discussion here today. Let me begin by appreciating the meaning of the terms skills and skills gap. I will thereafter attempt to situate these terms within the purview of the critical national problems of unemployment.
There are two levels at which we must deal with this attempt at definition. The narrow sense which relates skills and the skill gap to the individual as well as the wider sense which seeks to show the effect of paucity of skills or misapplication of skill on production. I will take the narrow definitions first. 
WHAT IS A SKILL? This should be easier. A skill denotes expertise or ability developed in the course of training and experience. It includes not only trade and craft skills acquired by apprenticeship, but high-grade performance in many fields, such as professional practice, the arts, games, and athletics. (Gregory, 1987, p. 715) 

The common factor in all these types of skills is that the performer has to match the demands of a task. This is accomplished by applying a "strategy" of performance. For example, a craft person will select the tools and manipulate them to meet the requirements of the task. Note that these strategies may not be necessarily limited to or concerned with a single response, but rather with chains or programmes of action all geared to achieving a particular result. 

Since some strategies are more efficient than others, skill then consists of choosing and implementing the most efficient strategies to achieve that result. Those who have studied in depth this area of understanding agree that there are three main parts to a skill:
* Perception of object or events - perceiving all relevant factors. 

* Choice of response - making a decision. 
* Execution of the choice made - normally requires motor coordination and timing. An author has posited that a skill could not be explained in words, it could only be demonstrated. Thus, the only way to learn a skill was through apprenticeship and experience. 

WHAT IS A SKILL GAP?  A skill gap is the shortage in performance. It is the difference between what is required or expected and what we actually get. Put in another way a skill gap is the required performance minus the present performance. Hence it is also called the performance gap. 

But if you allow me I wish to under score a quick but very vital point. Is a skill gap different from a training problem? Or are the same? The flip side of the same coin? 

For example, two auto mechanics are asked to service an automobile. The one does not know how to do it at all. The second knows how, but did not do it well. The first is has a training problem. The second has some other type of performance problem besides training. Thus basically, a skills gap or performance gap is the difference between the actual or present performance and the optimal or future performance.
 I am sure you will agree that both mechanics have to be trained or re-trained. So both have a training problem. It follows therefore that training indicates that there is a performance gap or a skills gap to be filled. And performance gaps can be measured. If you cannot find a performance gap to measure, then you do not have a training problem. And if you can measure it then you should be able to determine the amount of training required.
MEASURING SKILL GAP. In other to determine the skill gap researchers have designed a scientific quotient for measuring this negative performance. This is called the skill gap analysis . What they do by this is to compare the performer’s skills with the skills required for the job in order to determine the deficiency and to identify future performance improvement opportunities.  The present behavior (B) is subtracted from the desired standard (S) to measure the performance gap (G). This measurement, S - B = G, becomes the span that must be bridged in order to reach the objective. 

To plan for future requirements (visioning), you determine where you are now (the present behavior (B)) and where you want to go (the future standard (S)). Again, the difference between B and S is the performance gap (G). 

Although the second measurement is on a larger and more vague scale, both cases require that you determine where you are, where you want to go (analysis and planning), creating the framework (design or blueprint), and then building the structure (development) to bridge the gap. 

Thus, you look at business needs first, such as the business unit's needs, mission statements, the leader's vision, and goals. Next, determine what the present performance level is. The difference is the gap or needs. You now create the criteria that must be met in order to show that you have bridged the gap. 

Qualification as a Perfect Measure for skills At the point of entry however there is no perfect measurement for skills. The most equitable measure that is usually adopted is qualification.  Hence, the acquisition of certificates to support possession of certain skills is a universal means of measurement. There is need to understand that no one person possesses all the skills required in an enterprise.  Everyone has a measure of skill in many areas but a dominant skill will stand out and mark a person out as skillful in engineering or technology or management or whatever field. Most occupations will use a combination of different types of skills in varying degrees to achieve best results. 
 A skill gap is a significant gap between the needed skills and the current capabilities of the workforce in an organization.  Skill gap exist at the point when the organization can no longer grow or remain competitive in its industry because its employees do not have the right skills to help drive business results or support its strategies and goals.  The gaps are noticeable in five major areas.  These are:

· Basic skills: These include proficiency in reading, writing, simple calculations, communications and human relations.
· Technical skills:  These are capabilities in manipulating engines, machines, equipments, constructions, computers, etc.
· Professional skills: These are required skills in fields like law, medicine, marketing, teaching, nursing, surveying, architecture, etc.
· Management/leaderships skills.  These cover areas like supervision, team-building, goal-setting, planning, motivation, decision making, delegation, ethical judgment, etc.
· Emotional intelligence skills.  These are innate capabilities.  They manifest as self-awareness, self-discipline, persistence, sympathy, perseverance, intuition, etc.
BRIDGING THE SKILLS GAP (in the wider sense)

From the foregoing, it is obvious that bridging the skill gaps is not merely improving workers’ competence in core fields like technology, engineering, science and mathematics, but there are gaps too in non-technical areas such as leadership, management and communication.  Education with relevant syllabuses and training in specific areas play crucial roles in achieving rapid changes in updating technical and engineering skills.  Equally important to the ability to innovate, collaborate and compete, are the non-technical skills.  These manifest incompetence in people-management, human relations, language proficiency, etc.  Good character traits such as honesty, integrity, hard work, love, empathy, justice and fairness are intrinsic invaluable skills that contribute immensely to success.  These skills oftentimes sustain the operation of the organization where other technical skills are inadequate.
Causes of Skill Gaps. Apart from skill obsolescence that occurs over time, there are other factors that cause skill gaps.  A major factor is the changing pattern of working in industries. The current trends in the world of work such as globalization, commercialisation, flexi-hour, deregulation, outsourcing, contract work, homework and freelancing have led to marked changes in industry structure.  New definition, new meaning, and new application of knowledge drive all these changes.  New technological discoveries have given rise to new industries and new structuring of work itself.  New forms of work structures which are flexible, adaptable, less hierarchical, and multi-skilled and which encourage continuous learning are becoming sources of competitive advantage in industries.  International competition for jobs and workers has also intensified, leading to the global talent hunt for innovation-driven knowledge workers. 
In addition, global organizations are finding themselves ill equipped to compete in the 21st Century because of lack of right skills in workers.  At a time when the global knowledge-based economy places an ever-growing premium on the talent, creativity, and efficiency of the workforce, business leaders talk of a widening gap between the skill their organizations need to grow and the capabilities of their employees. Finding the right candidates to fill a growing list of vacant positions is a number one concern of business leaders today.  Research shows that the shifts in workforce demographics affect the availability of labour to fill high-skilled jobs.  Ironically, skill gaps result from technological advancements. Therefore, in reality, organizations will always face some types of skill gaps all the time. If they do not, they are not growing.
ANY SKILLS GAP PROBLEM IN NIGERIA?  That unemployment is one of our biggest problems in the country today is well settled. Different figures as to the percentage or volume has been given. No one can really be sure because our record keeping is not the best. Recently however the Federal government has instituted a committee with the assistance of the World Bank to work on determining the extent or level of unemployment in Nigeria. As Minister of Labour, I have adopted an anecdotal figure of about 40 million unemployed Nigerians.
Lack of proper skills, re-skilling, poor facilities for skills development , lack of planning, lack of coordination, confusion, mismanagement, inefficient  application of scarce resources and  deficient value orientation  and other perfidies I believe has greatly contributed to put our country in a very precarious job deficit. 
Training facilities are few, uncoordinated and untargeted. The National Policy on Employment approved in 2002 was left to gather dust the cupboard of inefficiency and indifference. Before the current global economic crisis, the jobs deficit was already huge and unwieldy. The situation has now become even more critical.
HOW DO WE SOLVE THIS PROBLEM? 
Things are changing. In 2007 the Federal Ministry of Labour approved a road map for job creation which laid very critical emphasis on training and skills development. In February 2009 I inaugurated the National Employment Council which is mandated to implement the National Employment Policy. So the Government is aware of this problem and is ready to work hard at solving it. But it will not be easy. 
Like every economic phenomenon, there are both supply and demand sides to issues relating to skills.  A major source of supply of skills is the educational system which is defined by the totality of all formal educational institutions providing one form of skills development or the other ranging from the basic, technical colleges, to tertiary institutions comprising the various Universities, Polytechnics, Monotechnics and other specialized institutions providing highly specialized skills. 
 As we are aware, the curricula or training manuals being implemented by these various institutions are developed either wholly by the relevant coordinating commissions such as the National Universities Commission {NUC} in case of the Universities, the National Board for Technical Education {NBTE} for the Polytechnics, or in conjunction with international agencies such as the ILO.  Suffice it to say that the major target of the educational system is to produce skills required by the public and the organized private sector.  But the hub of the economy which is still the informal sector is generally neglected in developing productive skills by these institutions.
Vocational apprenticeship, as a complimentary and competitive source of supply of skills, evolved as a natural interplay and reaction of economic forces to the inadequacies, or outright neglect of considerations for the informal sector which constitutes a major component of the GDP and, of course, the largest employer of labour in the domestic economy.  Development of skills through vocational apprenticeship was not, until recently, a deliberate effort by the government be it the bureaucracy or skills development institutions [i.e. formal educational system].  It was initiated and propelled by private individuals and groups who took advantage of the opportunities created by the need for domestic services by individuals and households, and also provision of auxiliary services for existing/emerging commercial outfits.
State intervention became significant in the 80’s when the NDE was established as a state intervention to, among others, institutionalize informal vocational training and develop new crop of entrepreneurs that would further set up and manage Small-and Medium-Scale commercial ventures needed to stall the declining industrial performance and the rapidly rising level of unemployment especially of graduates of high schools and tertiary institutions in the country.  Government intervention had always been in form of promotional activities until this direct intervention in vocational skills development through the NDE.  Government and the organized private sector had also put in place arrangements for professional students of tertiary institutions to undergo short-term practical training in their chosen vocations through a Student Industrial Work Experience Scheme [SIWES].
There is an emerging group of skills developers in ICT who can be placed between institutional and private developers.  The emergence of this group is in response to developments in the ICT industry.  Government efforts have so far been promotional in terms of regulating operations in the sector to avoid possible lop-sidedness and unhealthy practices that could mar the sector.
Demand for Skills: Demand for skills is an indirect demand.  In other words, demand for skills is not an end in itself [except in a few insignificant cases of economic units who want to acquire skills for the mere sake of doing so] but a means to an end, the end being the application of acquired skills to productive activities.  Skills are demanded by end users who can be classified into three broad categories.
[i]
Public Sector agencies comprising the three tiers of government, [Federal, State, Local] and all government agencies which are the direct consumers of skills.  This group constitutes the largest consumers of skills in wage employment and it underscores why the pattern of supply of skills was tailored after the demand by end users.  Skills in demand by this group were mainly technical [e.g. Engineers], commercial [e.g. Accountant] and Administrative which are needed to run the bureaucracy.
[ii]
Organized Private Sector.  Industrial establishments required specialized technical and commercial [e.g. Accountant, Marketing, Sales etc] skills for their operations.  They rely on the educational system for the supply of these skills and where inadequacies exist, as is often the case, they resort to foreign sources to augment domestic supply.  The informal private sector also constitutes a group of end users of skills which in most cases are not supplied from formal educational system.  The informal private sector has an in-built mechanism for the supply of skills which it requires for its operations.  The group constitutes the largest consumer of skills in the entire domestic economy and, therefore, the largest employer of labour outside the traditional subsistence agriculture.  
The last group of end users of skills are private individuals who are the ultimate consumers of domestic skills such as tailoring, catering, etc.
Dimensions of Skills Gap: From the foregoing analysis, it becomes obvious that there will always be a gap between demand and supply of skills regardless of the operative economic system.  The extent and life span of the gap depends on how fast market forces respond to structural changes, and the magnitude, composition and time-lag in government intervention in the labour market.  Gaps therefore exist in various forms at the aggregate, sectoral and individual levels.  At the aggregate i.e. macro-economic level, demand for skills out weighs the supply but, paradoxically, unemployment exists in various forms due to inappropriate skills mix resulting from non-utilization of some skills, outright non availability of some others, structural changes in the economy which make some skills obsolete etc. 
 There are critical shortages of skills in some sectors especially highly professionalized areas, and absence of relevant medium level technical ones required to service specialists at technically required ratios for optimum performance, and so on.
Underlying this skills gap is inadequacy of the educational curricula which is designed without apparent regards for relevance in application and non-involvement of end users in the design.  Aside from this, there is some lop-sidedness in curricula implementation. Frequent discontinuity in the educational program impact directly on the quality of skills supplied. The short-term duration practical exposure of students through the SIWES is generally ineffective.  
The funding of institutional skills suppliers like the National Directorate of Employment {NDE} has been far below the level required to meet the challenge of the ever restructuring labour market.
Consequences of Skills Gap: The persistent existence of skills gap in the domestic economy makes dependence on importation of skills with its attendant cost inevitable. Certain skills which are non-existent or in critical short supply must be imported for certain tasks to be performed. Problems associated with this arise from peculiar environmental characteristics relating to physical and psycho- sociological issues.  Imbalance in skills mix is hardly a positive factor in foreign private investment without which the drive for industrialization is hardly achievable especially in the face of a comparatively weak domestic capital market.  
The gap also results in a waste of human resources and, therefore, unemployment.  Inappropriately skilled labour is deprived of participation in the production process.  This category of unemployed persons raises the noise level of unemployment which in addition to its economic consequences also threatens social stability of the country.  A handful of skilled persons who are out of the productive process due to lack of complementary skills find a vent in illegality which in itself constitutes a drain on the economy.
Filling Skills Gap:  It must be stated here clearly that we can no longer rely on the interplay of market forces only to fill the skills gap because of its inherent problems but rather a direct intervention by government and its agencies in developing appropriate skills to ensure a balance in skills mix.  Appropriate educational curricula must be designed and implemented by out institutions of learning especially the technical colleges, polytechnics, monotechnics, universities and other specialized training institutions.  The curricula which must be relevant to the peculiarities of our situation, physical and sociological environment must be demand driven.  Skills that are in critical short supply must be addressed while tailoring the curricula to meet demand of employers.
There is need to actively collaborate and involve employers of labour in developing appropriate skills to avoid the situation whereby people trained in certain skills cannot utilize them while skills needed by employers are non available or grossly inadequate leading either to importation of foreign skills or outright incapacitation of the production process.  Employers should be involved in all forms and levels of skills development ranging from curricula design and implementation, product / service research and development, funding, etc.  The need to institutionalize Entrepreneurship Development Programme {EDP} and vocational training in the educational curricula is also imperative.  Happily enough, some institutions have already started this.  These subjects should be included among the contents of the compulsory general studies programme of all tertiary institutions.
The Federal Ministry of Labour and Productivity {FMLP} is ready to collaborate with the institutions in this area through the NDE which has a comprehensive entrepreneurial and vocational skills training and development program for all categories of potential suppliers of skills in Nigeria.
DIALOGUE BETWEEN UNIVERSITIES AND EMPLOYERS OF LABOUR I wish to suggest an outline for a framework for fostering the partnership for interaction between university and employer,.
While some areas of positive interaction between university and employers exist in the forms of training programs, and joint services geared at bridging the skill gaps, what is needed, however is a framework that addresses the chronic skilled shortages in the labour market. This no doubt will entail an integrated strategy.
STRATEGY FOR DIALOGUE There is need for proper understanding of the needs/gaps from the perspective of universities and the employers.  We should recognise that a major obstacle to productive dialogue is the lack of proper understanding of each others’ perspectives, roles and needs.  Such recognition would pave the way for a productive dialogue between the two, leading to a structure of collective representation of interests and a mutual awareness of a common purpose.
EMPLOYERS’ PERSPECTIVE Employer-university interaction is currently characterized by problem of skills mismatch between what employer want and what university can provide. So the Universities must design a strategy for the proper identification of employers’ skills requirements. For a result-oriented dialogue therefore, and on the part of employers, they should do the following:-
 Conduct Gaps Needs Analysis:  We must find a way to determine the status of current and future skills gaps by organisation/division, job category, and demographic segment. This should be a comprehensive skills inventory for employees required over time, from entry-level workers to senior executives and prioritize the most critical skills gaps.  Based on the gap need analysis, University and employers could collaborate on:-
Monitoring of Trends: There is the need to adopt a Benchmark Process to track critical indicators of progress over time. Using the results from the needs survey, and other key business development indicators, an annual evaluation of progress (in skill gaps) should be conducted. Such a “progress report card” will assist both employers and universities in their efforts to make continual improvements to the development of highly skilled labour force.
UNIVERSITY PERSPECTIVE   The universities may argue about the difficulty of businesses identifying and articulating their requirements/needs, and that frequent changes in business strategy may mean that there is little consistency to businesses’ stated skill needs.  Many businesses/ employers, on the other hand, may not be familiar with and, hence, are not utilizing workforce development programs and services which are supposed to be available in the universities.   This disconnect has remained a major source of gaps in interaction between universities and employers.  To bridge this gap therefore, universities must consider creating a resource guide for employees, analyse current capacity relative to the needs of employers and outline key workforce programs and services.
Educational Reform/Curriculum: Educational reform is the most important area in which university can aid in bridging skill gaps. The rapidly changing needs of employers and the labour market affect curriculum. Adjusting the curriculum to rapidly changing needs of employers and the labour market is therefore very imperative.   In framing an innovative curricular relevant to employers’ need, universities must factor in the dynamics of modern trends, including ICT, globalization and technological changes.  Technology not only has given rise to vast new industries, but the restructuring of work itself.  New forms of work structures which are flexible, adaptable, less hierarchical, multi-skilled, and continuous learning are becoming one of the major sources of competitive advantage of enterprises.  
ICT literacy: Literacy in ICT must become an imperative of the educational process and integrated into the curriculum at all levels of studies to match the challenges and opportunities before us. Our objective must be to empower Nigerian citizens with the IT skills they need for life-long learning, both in the workplace and in private life.  Our citizens must have the technical skills, confidence, and flexibility they need to adapt over the course of their lifetimes.
Industry’s needs: The drivers for adoption of a productive dialogue with industry/working partnership with industry on skill development in relation to the curriculum include knowing the industry’s skills requirements.  What skills make graduate more employable? (These may include, for example, analytical skills, methodological knowledge and skills, communication and presentation skills, management skills, inter-personal relations skills, computer science skills, inter-disciplinary skills and knowledge, social skills, creative thinking, problem-solving etc.) 
Employability of graduates: In order to overcome persistent mismatches between graduate qualifications and the needs of the labour market, university programmes should be structured to enhance directly the employability of graduates and to offer broad support to the workforce more generally. Skills are portable if the skills acquired are transferable and can be used productively in different jobs, enterprises, both in the informal and formal economy.  Emphasis should be placed on entrepreneurship development to make our graduates well equipped for self employment, innovation and creativeness. 
Work Ethics: An instructive lesson learnt from the current global meltdown is the role of education. While the key perpetuators of the crisis had the education (many are educated at elite universities) they however lack that single, most crucial ingredient of business skills: work ethics. Presently, public anger is being unleashed on Business Schools (MBAs), many they accused “ don’t do a good job teaching values, that they don’t pay enough attention to managerial relevance, and that for a variety of reasons, graduates chase top salaries much a harder than they chase meaningful, value-creating work” . The fall of Enron, World.com and most Banking Industries in Europe and America could be attributed to lack of business ethics by their various managers. 
 Adult education: A key incentive in terms of serving students/ workers is the possibility of creating ladders of opportunity especially for mature students through access to education. It also entails offering non-degree courses for adults, enabling them to bridge their skill. In this regard, more innovative learning approaches like the National Open University of Nigeria as well as collaboration with Management Training Institutions and Research Centers should be encouraged. 
CHALLENGE TO UNIVERSITIES The implication of many of the processes of globalization, knowledge redefinition, graduate employability etc,   are yet to be addressed by most universities.  The scale of the challenge should however not be underestimated. Indeed, becoming a market-responsive organisation requires a major change in university culture. It implies a strong sense of institutional purpose and redirection. 
Governance, Management And Leadership. Universities have historically been run as community of scholars. Governance and management structures were collegial and committee-based, the Senate and the council were representative, and therefore, large. Decision making, was as a result slow and naturally conservative. The emergence of a competitive mass market and global higher education market is bringing this model of governance and management into question. If we are to have a catalytic relationship between university and the global and dynamic world of the employer it is vital for the universities to transform also into more dynamic institutions. 
In short, improved dialogue between universities and industries will not be readily achieved by top down mechanisms at either the institutional or regional level. There is thus the need for a flexible, responsive and agile organisation able to strike a working partnership with others. 
The Need for A University-Employer Advisory Body On Skills Development. To provide structure for fostering partnership between university and employers, a national portal be established to more effectively linked industry and universities nationally. This may be in form of a high-level advisory group to address the skills gap, the broader circumstances that have given rise to it, and the rapid pace of technological change. It should bring together industry and universities representatives, consistent with the importance of partnership in this area.  The body should serve as a “single-point of contact” that all manufacturers can use as a customer-friendly point of reference for workforce issues, evolving skills requirements, and gathering and distributing information on “best training practices”. In addition, the body should continue to monitor progress in this area to determine what more must be done, particularly in areas of skills upgrade.  Well managed, such body could become a catalyst for creating systemic solutions to skill shortage in the country. To do this, however, it should be more than a “talk shop”. It should be given responsibility for developing concrete proposal for implementing the partnership. 
GOVERNMENT ROLE IN FOSTERING THE EMPLOYER UNIVERSITIES DIALOGUE We should however not lose sight of the fact that training by itself does not create jobs, nor does it necessarily raise productivity in the informal economy. These objectives can best be achieved in an economic and labour market environment that supports the development and use of skills.  This is where the support of government becomes crucial to the fostering the university-employer interaction. As indicated in the 7 point Agenda government must tackle head on the issue of infrastructural constraints, problems of university poor funding, dearth of learning facilities, mushrooming of poor quality private institutions, high illiteracy rate etc. 
Government should also provide incentives (such as tax incentives and rebates) for employers to invest in employee learning and development. In America through the publicly-funded training system, organisations receive incentives such as tax credits and grant opportunities to train and update the skill their workers.  
Apart from re-skilling and retooling graduates, there is also the need to cater for the large segment of Nigeria’s youth who haven’t had the opportunity to go to college. Equipping them with technology skills as well as the relevant hard and soft skills will help open a whole new world of development to them, assist populations that are difficult to employ, and provide support to underemployed, under-employed or dislocated workers.
BENEFITS OF DIALOGUE TO THE UNIVERSITIES The US experience at developing the ‘knowledge workers’ is a good example to demonstrate that universities do play a vital role in driving growth in the modern economy.  At the end of this exercise, the universities get sufficient information on the skills needs of the industries to convince them of the urgency in curriculum refurbishing.  Still, there are clear benefits that will accrue to them from the dialogue.

(1) They will have enhanced role to participate in national economic development.
(2) They will have earmarked funding for specific projects and research efforts from more industries.
(3) They will have flexible plans to access research funding through collaboration with industries.
(4) They will have access through enlarged programmes to real world challenges in the workplace; and have the satisfaction of contributing to market place success and growth ideas.
(5) They will have access to modern and sophisticated equipment and facilities in research centres funded by industries jointly or otherwise.
(6) The need will create worthwhile incentives to help recruit, reward and retain research and faculty members.
BENEFITS TO BUSINESS AND INDUSTRIES Some specific benefits of the dialogue also accrue to the industries and the business world. These include the following:

(1) There will be a steady and constant supply of graduate and post-graduate talents, skilled in the needed areas for employment.
(2) A pool of scientists and researchers will be available to undertake regular projects that will keep the industries abreast of innovations and discoveries.
(3) The availability of the latest research and technological inventions in the Nigerian market place would be guaranteed.
(4) Nigerian industrialists and academicians will rub shoulders with their international counterparts in intellectual networking.
(5) The need for constant upgrading of professional knowledge becomes imperative for lecturers, staff and management alike. 
The foregoing in summary, underscores the need to build partnerships between universities and industries, especially in high growth sectors like manufacturing, production, information technology, pharmaceuticals, and research-intensive sectors. Many multinationals have established alliances with academic institutions on specific initiatives covering faculty upgrading, consultancy, internships, curriculum revision workshops, research incubation, etc. aggregating the architects of the new global economy. 
WAY FORWARD 
Given the current disconnect in Nigeria’s labour skill inventory, time is ripe for us now to reboot the Nigeria’s educational system by various joint programs, particularly between the universities and employers. Such activities have the potential to play an important part in plugging the talent gap in the years to come. Retraining individuals for the jobs of the future and allowing them to visualize what  is possible today will not only make a difference in their lives but will enrich our communities now and for years to come.  
The following are some issues, challenges and pathways, for us to consider. Universities have two core outputs namely skilled labour and knowledge in the form of intellectual output. In exchange for this outputs society is supposed to symbiotically provide universities funding and the intellectual freedom via the scope to think, articulate and operated. 
I accept that a clear vicious cycle exists. The                                                                                                                                       university’s output  is not  in most  cases directly employable. They have to be retrained to meet the   needs of government and industry employers of labour. This retraining is very expensive financially and time wise through inefficiency to society. University research output is often not available, or used by government and industry, but the hallmark of 21st century knowledge based society we aspire to attain is the capacity to generate, constructively apply and utilize information. 
Further we have to properly fund our universities, quantitatively or qualitatively so that our citizenry, including our labour force, may be sufficiently empowered with appropriate knowledge, 21st century skills and attitude for effective participation in a very competitive global society. 
TIME TO DIALOGUE

If we concede that we are insufficiently empowered then it is imperative to plan and embark on the requisite journey especially in view of the Vision 20:2020 and the 7 Point Agenda. Should we not resolve to reverse the vicious cycle? Is this not time for labour, employers, especially government and industry, as well as stake holders and potential users of the universities system’s intellectual output to commence a constructive dialogue?.
 I believe that this dialogue is necessary to ensure that the stakeholders understand what the other needs and what the constraints are. Labour and employers of labour need   qualitatively skilled labour that does not require retraining, particularly at the entry level. This will require adjustments to the curriculum and format of universities education. It will also require universities to be more open to constructive engagement with employers of labour itself, as well as encouraging them to share their hands on experience with, and inspire university students while they are still in school.
On the hand, universities need significant funding improvements for research, learning and related intellectual activities, intellectual freedom, the scope to think and interact with academics in many locations and circumstances, articulate and operate semi-autonomously such that those who provide the funding should not therefore believe that all things related to their funding must be done their way at all time. 
TIME TO ACT IS NOW
I recommend that we decide here and now at AVCNU2009, to agree to a framework for further constructive dialogue between, labour, employers of labour (government and industry) and the university system. This conference must kick- starts this process because we must move this nation forward with all deliberate speed. 
While I expect that  the components of the framework will be worked out I believe it should include identification of the key and other stakeholders and their interrelationship; the  vision and mission of the  relationship between the universities, society, labour and employers of labour as well as  other university outputs;  the general and specific objectives of the framework for dialogue; the overall strategies for activating and sustaining the dialogue framework; focus areas including areas of constructive engagement and methodologies; the  legislative or related government guild line and inputs and  related funding issues. 
Finally I suggest that this 24th Conference of the Association of Vice Chancellors of Nigerian universities (AVCNU) decide to be the conference that laid out the framework for the proposed dialogue. 
As the Minister of Labour and Productivity, I am ready to champion this cause, and present directly to Mr President, on your behalf, the workable framework for dialogue. That I am confident will emanate from this august gathering.
CONCLUSION

I do hope that I have today attempted to open a channel of interaction between the academia who are skills developers, and the employers of labour who are skills.  Both Stakeholders must live up to the challenge of the situation highlighted in this discussion by collaborating together with appropriate government agencies in the design and implementation of appropriate programmes to develop domestic skills thereby reducing the skills gap that currently exists in Nigeria, like elsewhere.  
I thank you most sincerely for the privilege as well as the opportunity to address you
PRINCE ADETOKUNBO KAYODE, SAN

Hon. Minister of Labour and Productivity 
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