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On January 30-31, 2008, Härnösand, Sweden, Eurodiaconia led a two-day seminar on Flexicurity for its members.  The meeting began with a round table introduction to all participants, followed by a brief history of diaconia in Sweden by Ninni Smedberg from Vårsta Diakonigård, hosting the meeting. This was followed by Runa Ödlund, from the County of Härnösand, who spoke about the County of Västernorrland’s work with integration and diversity and Flexicurity (presentation slides included in CD). Issam Sassi from the Municipality of Härnösand spoke on the integration process of refugees in Härnösand (slides included on CD). 
Anders Berglund, from the NGO Five TO TWELVE Movement also gave a presentation about NGOs in Sweden and gave an introduction to the work of the Movement (slides included on CD).  He explained how they have started mapping efforts of NGOs in 7 municipalities in Sweden with the aim of increasing knowledge and stimulating collaboration. Mr Berglund explained how the organisation has been more accepted as an NGO by cooperating with other NGOs and how the history of the NGO is very important for its status. He emphasised that partnership is a learning process and that the first step for change is dialogue. He also highlighted the benefit of being able to avoid overlapping on work because they know what other organisations are doing. He explained that they are not interested in having members, rather people should continue with the work they are doing. 
Flexicurity in Europe: integrating economic progress, social values and life-long learning – the role of the EU and its instruments

The seminar benefitted from academic input from Sophia Murhem from the University of Uppsala who gave a presentation on ‘Flexicurity in Europe: integrating economic progress, social values and life-long learning – the role of the EU and its instruments’ (Presentation slides on CD). Looking at various European countries, Ms Murhem compared differences in social and employment protection and the approaches to combining flexibility and security. 
The presentation was followed by a question and answer session.  One participant pointed out that there is also a lot of suspicion towards the concept of Flexicurity in Europe. Ms Murhem agreed that such suspicion is justified, especially from countries where there is already high job security, but said that the emphasis is on entry to the labour market, not only leaving the labour market. She also agreed that some groups in society are easily forgotten and that getting their voices heard is difficult, but said that the idea of a Flexicurity model is to retrain people and to assist participation in the labour market. She also stressed that the need for flexibility is here to stay. She also agreed that the division of the labour market is increasing, but she pointed out that this market is not fixed and that the threat of globalization and labour migration in Europe is exaggerated. On the other hand, she acknowledged that there is not much improvement in social inclusion and gender equality in the EU. The EU, NGOs and partners have varying influences in different countries; however the EU is trying to expand its areas of work she said. 
One participant asked how we can increase understanding and change citizens’ perceptions of EU affairs. Ms Murhem admitted that EU affairs are seen as unimportant to most European citizens and that the people who are often most influential in this field are those closest to Brussels or wealthy Nordic countries that can support their unions. She agreed that the EU’s work is done by a few enthusiastic people and that there is a need to raise awareness about what decisions the EU makes and how to influence the decision makers. She suggested that the EU needs to work on a very local level, and have people visit the Parliament, or vice versa. 
Another participant commented that we need to advocate for social welfare states as something developmental and to emphasise the benefits of social security for the economy. The Scandinavian model was used as an example of a developmental model of a good economy. Ms Murhem agreed that there is a connection between fertility rates and child care, pointing to Scandinavian countries where women have more children than in southern European countries as result of good child care. However, some participants pointed out that people are not convinced by the concept of Flexicurity and question whether it is really a growth model because even with training and education, there are not the jobs to get. 

The issue was also raised of whether the Flexicurity model is culturally bound and therefore one which cannot be implemented in other contexts.  Ms Murhem agreed that there are different ideas and different politics in different countries, but pointed out that policies are not static and that people make changes with new ideas and that it is possible to adopt elements and ideas from other countries. It was also questioned whether there would be a focus change on a national level should it be agreed on EU level. Ms Murhem said that many countries will be forced to include some elements of Flexicurity. The group also discussed whether you can link Flexicurity to a ‘rights’ based approach, and how the labour market also has to adapt to people. It was pointed out that the debate on the environment is already corporate; and it was suggested that this might be the new debate on corporate responsibility. Ms Murhem pointed out that here there is space for student research and for the local paper to get involved to raise the issue’s profile. 

Mr Murhem opened up the debate by posing three discussion questions: 1) How can the concept of Flexicurity be adapted to fit into national systems? 2) What would be the benefits and disadvantages of such a system in your national setting? 3) What is our role in this? What other partners would we want to involve? Two groups discussed the suggested questions and fed back ideas to the whole seminar.

The first group commented that in Sweden, with the new liberal government, life is tougher for those for whom life is already tough. The social pressure on people is very high and more and more people on the dole. There are good opportunities and good initiatives in Sweden for life-long learning, but many youth are leaving school without qualifications. There is a mismatch between jobs available and skills. There are inflexible work contracts, with more people on temping contracts. There is increasing sickness connected to job insecurity. The government are also saying that you have to go where the work is, otherwise you can’t receive benefits (You can be forced to travel to other side of Sweden for work). They commented that often people are trapped in a circle of dependency on the state and can’t get out. The group pointed out for example that in Sweden, NGOs work successfully to support people who were formally excluded, for example people recently coming out of prison. They provide the bridge, and this needs to be written in principles they added, as in Sweden this cooperation is not always recognised. It was also stressed that we must also get the mentally disabled engaged in the labour market to contribute to economic growth. This can be an advantage to society and must be talked about. 
The other group commented in response that the principles of Flexicurity as formulated by the Council are weak, vague, or they already exist. They also pointed out that the state is not mentioned in the principles, which is vital because the employer and employee have a conflict of interest which should be mediated by the state. They also mentioned that public responsibility is not sufficiently stressed in overall changes. 

A European update and Eurodiaconia’s response to the debate

During the seminar, Eurodiaconia Secretary General Ms Martinussen showed a video on Flexicurity with examples of new contracts in the Netherlands and a short commentary by Špidla; Commissioner for Employment, Social Affairs and Equal Opportunities. She presented the Communication by the European Commission ‘Towards Common Principles of Flexicurity; More and better jobs through flexibility and security’ (See PowerPoint included on CD). Ms Martinussen presented Eurodiaconia’s response to the Flexicurity debate and reported on the subject of life-long learning, education and culture (PowerPoint included on CD). The participants also discussed the proposals for discussion and questions to the Ministers for employment and social affairs from the Slovenian Presidency (see background paper). 
Catherine Storry, Eurodiaconia, gave an introduction to the study Eurodiaconia is currently carrying out on the challenges its members face in the light of a changing social Europe, where demographic change and globalisation challenge the European Social Model (PowerPoint presentation included on CD). 
Life-long learning as an element of growth and an investment in social inclusion
Ole Meldgaard from Kofoeds School, Denmark gave an intervention on ‘Life-long learning as an element of growth and an investment in social inclusion.’ Mr Meldgaard gave an overview of the work of the Kofoeds School, Copenhagen. During a question and answer session, Mr Meldgaard explained how the concept of the school was exported to other countries, explaining that you need the right people to see the school to be inspired by its work and stressed the need to make contact with and inspire politicians. The idea of corporate responsibility again surfaced, and Mr Meldgaard stressed that we have to convince politicians and businesses that they have a responsibility to employ people. He also pointed out that there are more people on sickness benefits than on unemployment benefits in Denmark and that the labour market is simply too demanding for some people. He suggested that we need to invent another kind of labour market which might not be economically profitable but socially profitable. 
Evaluation of the seminar 
Many of the participants felt that they had learnt a lot about the concept of Flexicurity and thought it had been a positive experience which had placed them in a better position to discuss the topic on a national level. Some participants expressed the need to join the debate and gain more knowledge in this area. It was suggested that Eurodiaconia could find someone to report on national discussions on the labour market. Participants also felt that it was important for Eurodiaconia to select aspects of the European agenda that it is interesting in a national context. They felt that papers and documents looked at were useful for understanding the debate on Flexicurity and that these papers could be used in the church to involve people and to engage them in EU affairs and the Diocese. However, some expressed that it was quite hard to follow the discussion with such papers and language. It was suggested that Eurodiaconia could make the papers and documents more readable for the members.

On the whole, participants had enjoyed sharing ideas and experiences on different issues. Participants said they were looking forward to using Eurodiaconia as a platform for exchange, and that it was good to be able to position themselves in Europe and get their voices heard among many others. Aniko Sebenstyen from Commissione Sindole per la Diaconia said that the Diaconia in Italy is not very important to the state, therefore working on a European level is very important for them. Doris Scheer from Diakonisches Werk felt that Flexicurity in Germany was not currently such a big issue but that the minimum wage is at the top of the agenda. Participants particularly enjoyed the academic input from Ms Murhem.

Ms Martinussen concluded the seminar by emphasising that the gender issue is a big influence in the debate on Flexicurity. She reminded the group that concerning mobility and migration, one needs to remember the informal market of home care (people employed to clean who actually do care work) which often means an imbalance of records. She raised the question about the transferability of skills between European countries and questioned whether care is culturally bound, highlighting for example the importance of language. She also highlighted that faith-based recruitment is also a challenge where often employees have the value base but not the skills and vice-versa. Finally, Ms Martinussen encouraged participants to make use of the interactive website to keep informed on and participate in the debate. 
