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Ladies and gentlemen,
Tomorrow the European Commission will adopt a Communication on flexicurity. This is in response to the European Council, which in March 2006, asked the Commission to draw up “common principles on flexicurity”.
The Commission thereupon conducted a consultation of all the stakeholders concerned.

It also set up a group of experts whose rapporteur, Mr Wilthagen, has presented its final report.
What is flexicurity?
Flexicurity is a strategy aimed at modernising labour markets. This is essential in terms of both honing the European economy's competitive edge and safeguarding the European social model.
Flexicurity aims to improve flexibility and security at the same time.

This is the key principle of flexicurity: flexibility and security should be seen not as conflicting, but as potentially mutually reinforcing, components.
This is therefore not a zero-sum but a positive-sum game.
Flexicurity must be beneficial for both companies and workers. Workers need to make their careers secure. They also need flexibility in order to reconcile their work and their family and private lives; companies need flexibility to be able to anticipate and respond to change.

Workers also need security: this no longer means protecting workers in a specific job but — more ambitiously — enabling them to enter, remain and advance in the labour market throughout their lives. Finally, companies need security: i.e. a qualified and flexible labour force which makes them more competitive.

Flexicurity is not a pretext for making labour markets more flexible. Quite the opposite: we are seeking to strike a balance between flexibility and security.

Furthermore, flexicurity does not threaten workers’ security: we wish to introduce new forms of security to enable workers to adapt to change and to manage all these types of transitions better.

Nor is the idea to introduce more red tape at European level: flexicurity must primarily be implemented within the framework of the Lisbon strategy and the Member States will be asked to explain how they have implemented their flexicurity strategies.

Finally, the Communication covers both external and internal, i.e. in-house, flexicurity.
What aims does flexicurity now pursue?
Flexicurity allows us to respond to the economic, social and even societal challenges facing the European Union and its Member States.
It allows the European Union to take up the challenges facing it: globalisation, technical progress and demographic changes, all of which bring developments that citizens are uneasy about.

It allows us to approach work on the basis of the whole cycle of life: careers are now less and less linear and pass more and more frequently from one status to another.

It allows us to reduce segmentation of the labour market between the insiders, who have a high degree of security, and the outsiders, who have no job or are in insecure or undeclared employment.

Finally, it will allow us to combat poverty and social exclusion by activating people who can work and guaranteeing those who remain on the margins of the labour market a decent standard of living.

There is a very strong link here with the work which we are doing in the field of active inclusion.

Ladies and gentlemen,
Our citizens are perfectly aware of this need to adapt to change. The last Eurobarometer on social policy shows that the concept enjoys widespread support amongst European citizens.
For example:
· (seventy six per cent) 76% of them think that lifetime jobs are a thing of the past;

· (seventy two per cent) 72% think that employment contracts should be more flexible to enable more jobs to be created;
· finally (eighty eight per cent) 88% think that lifelong training improves employability.
How can policies which can cope with today’s challenges be formulated?
There is, of course, no simple or unique response. But the essential thing is to focus our efforts on human capital.
I know that some of you are afraid that the debate on flexicurity is in fact a debate on the best way of reducing social protection. This fear is unfounded. Flexicurity actually strengthens social protection.

The fact of the matter is that change is now the prerequisite for security in our societies.

We must therefore pool our efforts to find new forms of security: better skills, the ability to find new jobs, a modern instrument for social protection.

Over the past few years, four new jobs have been created in other sectors for each job lost in the industrial sector in Europe.
The key issue is how to manage these transformations and to make a success of change. We have to find new ways of making the transition from jobs without a future to new high-quality jobs and at the same time provide effective support for people in difficulty.

Flexibility and mobility must be upwards: towards better jobs and towards a better balance between work and family and private life.

We are, I think, all convinced that the labour market must be opened up more for young people, women and workers over fifty years old.

We must also ask ourselves why the labour market is segregated in many of the Member States.
It is in order to find a coherent response to these challenges and social realities that we are promoting flexicurity on the strength of a comparison of the wealth of experience we have in the Union.

Some labour markets operate in a more inclusive fashion with a high degree of mobility and employability, a good balance between work and private life and an effective protective system. Other labour markets have not succeeded in creating such a favourable combination and are seeing an increase in more insecure employment relationships.
I am positive that this discussion on the aspects of flexicurity stemming from the experiments conducted in a certain number of Member States can help us to devise safeguards which protect all professional careers and transitions.
Flexicurity is a complex and difficult issue but is essential for the social partners, governments and the European institutions alike.

The Communication that I will present tomorrow to the Commission should stress the importance of an optimum and simultaneous combination of four elements: flexibility in employment contracts, active labour market policies, lifelong education and training and labour and social protection law.

What are the common principles?
Whilst flexicurity policies and measures must take account of very different national circumstances, all the Member States of the Union are facing the same challenges. As a result, and to prompt the national debates, we need to reach a consensus on a series of “common principles on flexicurity”.
The most important common principles are as follows:

· 
Flexicurity must reduce the gap between the insiders and outsiders in the labour market.
· 
Internal (in-house) and external flexicurity must be encouraged.

· 
Flexicurity requires a climate of trust between public authorities and social partners.

What are the approaches?
A combination of policies needs to be established to implement the common flexicurity principles in the Member States.
We do not, of course, intend to propose a single formula but to share our experience and help the Member States and the social partners to come up with solutions which cater for specific national circumstances.

Some typical problems can be defined which can be matched by typical flexicurity approaches. The typical approaches do not reflect the practical circumstances of any one country in particular.

Some Member States may see their own situations reflected in several approaches. These correspond to the specific challenges confronting them:

The first approach is of interest for countries such as France, Italy, Spain, Portugal or Greece, which are mainly facing the challenge of segmentation of the labour markets between the insiders and the outsiders. This aims to share flexibility and security more equitably amongst the working population. It provides points of access to the labour market for the newcomers and helps them to work their way towards better contracts.

The second approach is of interest for countries such as Germany, Austria or Belgium, whose labour market is not very dynamic. This steps up investment to enable workers to enhance their employability within companies. It also goes beyond the framework of a given job and employer by setting up systems which guarantee secure and rewarding transitions between jobs in the event of restructuring of companies and dismissals.

The third approach is of interest for countries such as the United Kingdom, the Netherlands or Ireland, which are mainly facing the challenge of a skills deficit in the working population.

This would give low-skilled persons more opportunities to gain access to the labour market and develop their skills so as to enable them to stay in it permanently.

The fourth approach is of interest for countries such as the new Member States which have recently undergone major economic reforms leading to an appreciable increase in the number of long-term recipients of social benefits.

It is intended to improve opportunities for excluded workers and to reduce undeclared employment in favour of formal employment by means of effective active labour market policies and systems of lifelong learning combined with sufficient unemployment benefit.
What examples are mentioned in the Communication?
The cultural and institutional contexts differ from one country to another. The point of departure also varies. Whilst the example of Denmark is often quoted to illustrate the success of flexicurity policy, there is no single solution.
In Spain, the government and the social partners have agreed to restrict the excessive use of fixed-term contracts.

In Austria, a new system of redundancy pay has come into force. It obliges the employer to pay a fixed monthly sum into a personal account held by the worker. This new system does away with effects that discourage mobility and prevents workers from losing their rights if they themselves terminate an employment relationship.

Nothing can be done at national or European level without the active involvement of the social partners, since experience shows that it is when there is a relation of trust between the social partners that flexicurity policies are effective.

The social partners are best placed to respond to the various needs of employers and workers and to identify synergies which they can bring about in, for example, the field of organisation of work or defining and implementing lifelong learning strategies.

An overall approach to flexicurity — and not isolated political measures — is the best way of guaranteeing that the social partners participate in an all-encompassing debate on adaptability.
Thank you for your attention.
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