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Vocational Training and Lifelong Learning

Introduction

This is an issue in which social partners and governments are equally very interested. The ageing of the population in Europe, the subsequent shortage of young skilled workers and the innovation which they traditionally provide, as well as the failure of many education systems to provide young people with the skills required by the labour market, all mean that an enormous amount of effort has to be made at all levels to improve education and training provision. 

Role of social dialogue
In most European countries, training for work in a lifelong perspective has become one of the key subjects in dialogue amongst the social partners, and between them and governments. At European level this has been confirmed by the European social partners’ “Framework of Actions for the Lifelong Development of Competencies and Qualifications”. The scope and effectiveness of social dialogue and partnership in training varies between countries, sectors and large and small enterprises. It is clear that the process of European integration brings a new dimension to social dialogue on training and the new Member States will have to work hard, in capacity building especially, to keep up with other Members.

Specific issues and policies for SMEs

Training in SMEs is normally carried out “on the job”. The validation and recognition of informally acquired competences is therefore vital for SMEs and the employability of the SME workforce. Social partners have an important role to play in this validation and recognition but SMEs are not always adequately represented in the social dialogue when it comes to policy-making in the field of vocational training, which means their specific needs are overlooked. Whilst SME employers value vocational training extremely highly and require a workforce with more vocational qualifications, vocational training is still not being promoted equally with university education in many countries and the teaching of entrepreneurial skills is widely neglected. Small businesses usually have to pay more for training than large companies and the content and delivery of formal training is usually not tailored to the needs of SMEs. SMEs also have particular difficulties in accessing quality information, guidance and funding for training.

Situation in the applicant countries

As in the current Member States, the workforce in most candidate countries is ageing. In the CEECs, however, this is coupled with major shifts in the sectoral employment structures. These shifts suggest that the demand for a more qualified labour supply will increase further and therefore the supply of skills needed to match the new demand will rely heavily on the up-grading and up-dating of the skills of the present workforce. 

It is an urgent task to upgrade skills if candidate countries are to increase their productivity to the levels required to be competitive in an enlarged EU. Enterprises need appropriate frameworks and incentives to invest in their employees’ training. Participation in continuous training is generally low. The concept of lifelong learning is generally recognised but operational strategies, frameworks, incentives and resources are lacking.

Vocational training and lifelong learning are the joint responsibility of public authorities, social partners, enterprises and the individual. The widespread use of national tripartite bodies in the field of vocational training in acceding and candidate countries has in practice been of limited success in terms of promoting the concept of responsibility sharing. In most cases governments have kept the leading role in setting the agenda, while the possibilities for social partners to influence the policy-making process effectively for vocational training have remained marginal.

European level: The Framework of Actions for the Lifelong Development of Competences and Qualifications

The European social partners (UNICE, UEAPME, ETUC and CEEP) presented the European Council in May 2002 with their “Framework of Actions for the Lifelong Development of Competences and Qualifications”.

This agreement identifies four priorities for action and includes a monitoring clause which states that the social partners will draw up each year, from 2003 to 2005 inclusive, an annual report on the national operations carried out in order to implement these four priorities. The four priorities are:

· Identification and anticipation of competence and qualification needs

· Recognition and validation of competences and qualifications

· Information, support and guidance (in particular for SMEs)

· Mobilisation of resources

The approach advocated in this framework agreement on training is innovative in several respects. Notably, it aims to go beyond the traditional approach (the right to training and equal access to training) by looking at training from the wider angle of learning, both 

formal and informal; and then by introducing the concept of competencies, which have to be validated and recognised so as to facilitate geographical and occupational mobility, by extending the scope to all categories (young people, employees, job-seekers) and all age groups, and by adopting a multi-level approach (national, regional, local and company). 

New perspectives on Mobility

Traditionally, economical migrant workers were mostly unskilled. Nowadays however, skilled workers are the most mobile group in the EU internal market, although it is still only 0.1% of the European population which takes advantage of the free movement of workers in the EU. Mobility, both geographic and occupational, is now regarded as one of the key measures for increasing employment and enhancing the overall competitiveness of the EU, removing obstacles to it has become a key policy issue.

Recognition and Validation of qualifications

Both in higher education and in vocational training efforts are currently being made to achieve a greater degree of convergence as to curricula and standards. Such convergence in academic and vocational qualifications will no doubt contribute to additional skills mobility but more information on educational systems and diplomas must be exchanged between EU Member States and accession countries. In order to prevent EU Member States using the complexity of the system of recognition of diplomas as a means to create barriers for job-applicants and entrepreneurs from EU and accession countries, there needs to be increased transparency of the systems and regulations. Certification authorities in the applicant countries should be closely associated with the business world, such as chambers and employers’ organisations.

The European Commission has proposed a new system for the recognition of professional qualifications which should replace the Community regime for professional recognition conceived forty years ago. The new system will cover the whole range of professions from higher education to crafts and trade professions and will encompass both regulated and non-regulated professions as many professions are regulated in some countries and not in others. It provides for the freedom to offer goods and services and the freedom of establishment in another Member State.

The new system should be more coordinated, transparent and flexible. However, it poses considerable information and communication challenges - both for national authorities and for professional associations - if consumer protection is to be guaranteed. Employers’ and professional organisations in some countries are particularly concerned that the mutual recognition of professional qualifications will bring competitors from other countries with lower standards of professional qualification, and that this could eventually result in their own standards having to be brought down in order to compete. It will also become even more important to watch out for “degree mills” and other bogus providers of qualifications.

Apprenticeship and apprenticeship exchanges

Apprenticeship not only contributes very significantly to reducing unemployment amongst young people, it also contributes to the development of entrepreneurship among the younger generation and ensures the continuity of craft trades and SMEs. Apprenticeship systems must therefore be further promoted and supported at national and European level.

Apprenticeship exchanges between Member States have proved very successful at increasing the employability of young people in Europe, providing them with the skills, including language and inter-cultural skills, which are so vital in Europeanised and globalised markets. Such exchanges– especially between present Member States and candidate countries - must be further supported and developed.

European sources of funding for vocational training

The European Structural Funds, 

The Leonardo da Vinci Programme, 

The Socrates programme 

EQUAL initiative 

are all sources of funding for the promotion of vocational training, lifelong learning, employability and mobility.
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