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Background for the Flexicurity Debate

In 2000 the European council in Lisbon (meeting of the heads of states and governments) stated that “The Union has today set itself a new strategic goal for the next decade: to become the most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world capable of sustainable economic growth with more and better jobs and greater social cohesion. Achieving this goal requires an overall strategy aimed at: 

· preparing the transition to a knowledge-based economy and society by better policies for the information society and R&D, as well as by stepping up the process of structural reform for competitiveness and innovation and by completing the internal market; 

· modernising the European social model, investing in people and combating social exclusion; 

· sustaining the healthy economic outlook and favourable growth prospects by applying an appropriate macro-economic policy mix.”

In 2004 a high-level group led by Wim Kok published the so-called Kok report assessing the progress of the Lisbon strategy. The report concluded that progress was bad and ill-coordinated and that the Lisbon agenda was over-loaded. Faced with global competition and demographic change Europe must adapt to be able to uphold its economic and social models. 

The Commission followed up on the Kok report with a re-launch of the Lisbon strategy focusing their efforts on a strategy of jobs and growth. The re-launch spurred strong reactions from environmental and social NGOs who found that the Commission was backing down from the original commitment of the Lisbon council to sustainability and social cohesion. 

Each spring the European Council (the meeting of the heads of states and governments) are debating the progress of the Lisbon strategy and Eurodiaconia has sent consecutive letters to the council to address the lack of commitment to the Social dimension. The Social Platform (platform of 40 European NGOs of which Eurodiaconia is a member) has addressed this issue on several occasions too.

It is therefore with great interest that social NGOs is following the debate on Flexicurity. 

Flexicurity is part of the European Employment Strategy, which is an important element in the Lisbon strategy for jobs and growth. The European Employment Strategy is to assist the member states in becoming the most competitive and knowledge based economies with greater social cohesion. 

On comparing the different member states it became clear that a group of countries performed better than others on parameters such as: low unemployment, high (sustainable) growth, high participation of women in the labour market, high fertility rate and high social protection. Particularly the Nordic countries but also the Netherlands and Austria were heralded as role-models in this respect. The “recipe for success” in these countries seemed to be a mix of policies that combined

· a high level of social protection (high unemployment benefits and high level of public responsibility in provision of social and health services and re-distribution in society)

· active labour market policies (access to life-long-learning and further training, the public authorities playing an active role in the transition between jobs for the individual, emphasis on the responsibility of the individual in actively looking for a new job)

· flexible employment contracts (easier to hire and fire workers than in many other countries, flexible employment conditions, “flex-time”, strong dialogue between social partners i.e. employers and employee organizations to negotiate salaries, conditions for holiday, leave and maternity leave etc.)

The model was called “flexicurity” and in the past couple of years work has been conducted on assessing if the success of flexicurity might be transferable to other countries as well. Critics say that the implementation of Flexicurity is a possibility for employers and public authorities to advance flexibility only and undermine the security, good employment conditions and to make employment conditions more precarious. 

The discussion on Flexicurity, on the other hand, is an opportunity to re-open the debate on the Lisbon strategy’s aim to advance the economic growth together with social cohesion. That is – assess and develop on how we can create jobs and growth and foster social cohesion.

The overall aim in the European institutions of discussing Flexicurity is to find a way to reform the labour markets in Europe in a way that will make Europe able to counter the challenges of demographic change and globalization. The Commission (in the Flexicurity debate) puts great emphasis on the need for employment security instead of job security. Employment security means that the individual develops skills over a life time to be able to transfer between jobs and to be able to match the skills called for in a changing and developing job market hence allowing greater degree of security of employment over a life-time. Job security, on the other hand, means that the individual is secure in his/her job and is employed on an un-ending contract. 

In today’s labour markets few people stay in the same job over a life-time but are dependant on being able to transit between jobs and being able to transit between periods of un-employment or leave of absence and employment. This means people are dependant on building up employment security through skills-development for example. Eurodiaconia, among other social NGOs, also find that it is important to draw attention not only to transition between jobs but to access to the labour market overall. Today many young people leave school without qualifications and this is a severe impediment to their employment security. Access for those furthest from the labour market and for people with mental or physical disabilities is another area which needs more focus in the debate. This is an area where social NGOs have experience and can contribute.
So far in the Flexicurity debate, however, the European Commission has mainly focused on the role and responsibility of the Social Partners – the trade unions and employers’ organisations. Social Partners have a special role in contributing to EU legislation in the social area. This so-called European Social Dialogue is treaty-based. 

But for Eurodiaconia and social NGOs the important question remains: how can the role of civil society in the Flexicurity debate be recognized and strengthened to the benefit of the most vulnerable in society? If the aim is to foster jobs and growth and social cohesion it is not enough to look at participation in a very narrow way involving only the social partners. Many social NGOs are involved in activities that foster inclusion in society in general and in the labour market specifically. Social NGOs have excellent possibilities to complement Flexicurity strategies to involve and empower more people to take up active and inclusive participation in society and the labour market. There is more to Flexicurity than the economic side – as Leif Christian Hansen, Chief Consultant in Arbejdsmarkedsstyrelsen (the Danish Agency for Labour) said at a recent conference; namely inclusion and the right for people with disabilities to name one group to give their resources to society and to participate and to have relations through participation. 
Eurodiaconia is pursuing these issues in their work with the Flexicurity issue (see also below).
The Process: 
The European Commission publishes a discussion paper (Green Paper on Labour Law) on November 22, 2006 with the following title:

Modernising Labour Law to Fit the Challenges of the 21st Century 

Eurodiaconia’s responds to the Green Paper, Spring 2007 

The European Parliament adopts a resolution on July 11, 2007 on the Green Paper on Labour Law

The European Commission publishes a Communication on June 27, 2007 with the following title:

Towards Common Principles on Flexicurity: More and Better Jobs through Flexibility and Security
The Portugese Presidency hosts high-level conference on Flexicurity in Lisbon in September, 2007 at which Eurodiaconia participates
What happens next:

The European Commission will publish principles on Flexicurity in December 2007.

The European Parliament is currently working on a response to the EU Commission’s Communication “Pathways to Flexicurity”

Progress made by Eurodiaconia:

Aside from responding to the Green Paper Eurodiaconia has published a press release as well as addressed a letter the European Employment Committee on the role of social NGOs in the Flexicurity debate. In January Eurodiaconia will hold a seminar in Sweden on Flexicurity and Diaconia. 
Progress by and with partners:
The Social Platform has published 10 principles on Flexicurity that Eurodiaconia contributed to. The Social Platform is going to follow up and push for more involvement of civil society and the recognition of their role. The first step was a meeting with the president of the EMCO (employment committee founded with reference to article 130 of the treaty) on September 18, 2007 at which Eurodiaconia participated. The president, Mr Gabaglio, naturally saw the biggest role in the Flexicurity debate played out between social partners but he is open to listening to the social NGOs. Shortly after the meeting the Social Platform published a letter to the Commission and the EU Presidency addressing the issues at stake for social NGOs in the Flexicurity debate. The Social Platform is now awaiting the next steps from the Commission and Council.
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