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Dear colleagues, dear friends,

Let me start by on behalf of the Spanish Council on Social Welfare welcoming you to this workshop, which promises to be an extremely interesting one. Let me also welcome you to Madrid. In this pre-Christmas days I hope you have a nice stay here and that the dense workshop programme also allows you to have some time to make the most of our city, which in this time of the year I find particularly charming.
We have managed to put together what I think it is a very interesting, exhaustive and balanced programme, both from a subject perspective and from the speakers point of view.

Regarding the former we will be touching upon different but complementary and intertwined subjects. 
We will start now by talking about the link about economic stability and social cohesion. The issue to be discussed here and that I would try to address in a minute is in my opinion two-fold. On the one hand, whether the increasing economic stability that we are enjoying, at least at European level is being really translated into social cohesion. On the other, how investment in social cohesion is also a long term investment that leads to the creation of wealth and to additional economic stability. It should not be forgotten that economic stability also largely depends on social stability.
Along the same lines, tomorrow morning we will be discussing the extremely important link between social capital and economic performance. 

Later we will try to evaluate the impact of social expenditure, which is not an easy challenge. 

On Saturday afternoon, the fourth session will explore the interaction of economic and social activities. It will be a good opportunity to identify synergies which can be further replicated.

Finally, on Sunday morning, we will have an early start, at least for a Sunday, in which we all together will debate on the social challenges and try to translate them into a European agenda.

The main benchmark to assess the productivity and success of this workshop is whether we manage to translate our exchange of views and discussions in a clear political agenda. In other words, in concrete proposals, recommendations or demands that can later be submitted to our policy and decision-makers. With all due respect we should avoid by all means that this workshop becomes a mere academic or theoretical exercise. In contrast it should be proposal and action oriented. 

With that idea in mind, we have also managed to put together a balanced pool of speakers, coming from different backgrounds and nationalities. We have academics, researchers, civil servants, consultants from the private sector and NGO representatives. This will undoubtedly contribute to enrich the debate.
Once briefly outlined the programme I will start now addressing the issue on the table for this initial session, which is “economic stability and social cohesion”.

Coming from an EU member State, being a member of the European Economic and Social Committee, representing the Spanish Social Business Confederation of Social Economy, and actively working on social issues in different EU umbrella  organizations (European Foundation Centre, European Conference of Cooperatives, Mutualities, Associations and Foundations or the European Disability Forum) I will obviously approach this issue from a European perspective. It could not be otherwise. 

It has traditionally been recognized that economic stability influences positively and is a conditio sine qua non for social cohesion. Indeed history demonstrates that economic stability is an essential platform for achieving social cohesion. 

A contrario, recent experiences in Argentina, Turkey, and other countries have shown the importance of economic stability and that economic crisis can destroy jobs, slash incomes, and cause great human suffering – both nationally and beyond a country´s borders if the crisis spreads, and as a result damage very negatively social cohesion.

Having said that, history also shows that although economic stability is a prerequisite for social cohesion, it is not enough to secure it.

In addition, often our policy-makers and financial institutions loose sight of the horizon and make of economic stability and its prerequisites and end in itself and not the means to sustainable and balanced economic and social cohesion. Thus they often wrongly make of aspects such as inflation and public deficit control, avoidance of exchange rates volatility, etc. the central elements of their policies without duly taking into account their collateral impact on social cohesion.
The situation at EU level I think it is quite revealing. In the last couple of decades we have enjoyed perhaps the longest period of economic stability of the last century, partly due to the Economic and Monetary Union, which in 2008 will celebrate its 20th anniversary. 
It was in June 1988 when the European Council confirmed the objective of the progressive realisation of Economic and Monetary Union (EMU) and mandated a committee chaired by Jacques Delors, the then President of the European Commission, to study and propose concrete stages leading to this union.

Undoubtedly, the Economic and Monetary Union (and its Stability and Growth Pact) have contributed to this new era of economic stability. However, it is legitimate to ask whether it also has led to greater social cohesion, or rather to the levels of social cohesion one would expect from such an economically developed region as it is the case of the EU.

A glance to the figures included in the latest Commission reports on economic and social cohesion provides us with the necessary elements for judgment and to answer this question, particularly those related to employment.
Some of the prerequisites for social cohesion being universally accessible in all EU countries (such as health, education, etc.), the main defining element is employment. 
Indeed, access to employment is of key significance since it determines in most cases whether people are able both to enjoy a decent standard of living and contribute fully to the society in which they live. For those of working-age, having a good job or being able to find one within a reasonable period of time is, therefore, invariably a precondition for social inclusion, and therefore also a precondition for social cohesion. Let´s not forget that almost 70% of the European Union population (this is around 350 million people) are of working age.
Recent figures from the 4th Economic and Social Cohesion Report of the European Commission and the latest EU Labour Market Review from Eurostat  show the following: 

· From 1994 up until now has seen a widespread fall in unemployment which accompanied job growth, particularly in countries like Spain, where the unemployment rate fell from 18% of the labour force in 1996 and to 8,1% at the beginning of the present quarter.
· In almost all the regions with over 75% of European per capita Gross Domestic Product (GDP), employment increased by 1,2% per year between 1995 and 2004.
· In 2006 and 2007 employment has been growing around 1,6% per year.

· This has been reflected in the improvement in the employment rates. Over the last year the EU employment rate grew by 1 percentage point, reaching 65,3% in the second quarter of 2007. The employment rate for men rose to 72,5% and that for women to 58,2%, leaving the gender gap at 14,3%.

· Since the beginning of 2006 the EU has seen a substantial decline in its unemployment rate, which has fallen on average by 0,2 to 0,3% each quarter. Thus by the third quarter of 2007, the average rate had fallen to 7,1,%, down from 8,1% in the same quarter one year earlier, and with declines broadly similar for men and women. 

· The unemployment rate for youth keeps decreasing as well. The average rate dropped to 15,2% in the third quarter of 2007, down from 17% in the same quarter one year earlier.

· By the second quarter of 2007 total employment has increased by over 1 million from the previous quarter, by over 3 million from a year earlier, and by more than 12 million from the last peak in the economic cycle in the second quarter of 2000.

Sorry to bore you with so many data but I think it is an important element, which will allow us to make a good diagnosis of the situation.
At first glance, you will convene with me that these are positive figures or that at least show a positive trend. 

However, if one looks at the more carefully there are elements that are a bit worrying and that do not really match with the social welfare system in which we believe to live, such as:

· The fact that 4% of European citizens in the working age are long-term unemployed.

· That unemployment rate reaches as much as 30 and 37% in countries such Slovakia and Poland.

· That although unemployment rate for youth keeps decreasing as well (the average rate dropped to 15,2% in the third quarter of 2007, down from 17% in the same quarter one year earlier) this are very high figures.

· That in nearly ten Member States half the unemployed are living in poverty.

· That an important share of the people in work have an income below the poverty line. Around 13% in the case of countries such Greece, Portugal and Poland. 

· In Spain for instance is estimated that almost 20% of the population lives under the threshold or relative poverty, this is with an income that does not reach the 6.300 euros a year.

On top, on average 16% of the EU population, that is 75 million people run the risk of failing into poverty. This data is particularly worrying as it is still the same than in the previous Economic and Social Cohesion report from 2004. In addition, the fact that in an era of pretty strong economic growth and economic stability as it has been the case in the last years we have not been able to considerably bring down those figures, must make us and most importantly politicians reflect on the need of more determined social cohesion policies, which should be an important part of the Lisbon Strategy, as the Lisbon Council agreed in 2000.

However, since then our policy-makers have been mainly focusing on economic parameters and indicators and not really increase at the same time their efforts to active social policies. For instance in the area of employment the focus has been much more on job creation, in terms of statistical reduction of unemployment, than on the issue of raising the quality of work, performed by a well trained, efficient, socially protected and satisfied workforce

Talking to EU policy-makers in Brussels they often remind that social policy is a national competence and that as a result the impact of EU initiatives and measures is limited. For better or for worse the new Treaty of Reform will not change this.

The above being true I think that there is much more room of manoeuvre at EU level to further contribute to social cohesion. I am not referring to the open method of coordination, which I think it is an instrument that has positively contributed to advance social inclusion policies, at least in some Member States nor to the European Employment Strategy, which is an important arm of the Lisbon Strategy, and which in my modest opinion should be further reinforced.

I am not referring either to the Regional Policy and its financial instruments, the Structural Funds, which have also contributed extremely positively in countries like mine, like Spain, to improve and strengthen economic, social and territorial cohesion. Let’s hope they will continue doing so for many years to come. Having been worked in the disability sector for more than a decade I can witness the great contribution of the Structural Funds (particularly  the European Social Fund, but also the European Regional Development Fund) to social cohesion, especially for the social inclusion and incorporation into the labour market of hundreds of thousands of people with disabilities, which as I said earlier is the main prerequisite for social inclusion and therefore for social cohesion.
Unfortunately, in our sector we still see very worrying figures of unemployment. Let me give you some indications.

Only 40% of Europeans with disabilities have a job compared to more than 65% of Europeans without a disability. In addition, the inactivity rate of people with disabilities is twice as high as that of  people without a disability, which indicates a low level of reintegration as well as lower levels of education and professional training. Although the underlying reaons of this high inactivity rate varies from one country to another, it appears to be clear that the assistance traps and the risk of loosing the right to the social benefits when starting to work have important dissuasive effects.  Another reason is obviously, as you may be aware of, the employers resistance to hire workers with disabilities because of the fear of costly adaptations of the working place or of other prejudices grounded on the lack of information and awareness, 

On the other hand, it is estimated that 43,7% of people with disabilities in the EU consider that they could work with the adequate assistance. Although again these figures vary from one country to another and from one sector to another, it is estimated that only 15,9% of people with disabilities that need assistance in order to be able to work have access to such an assistance in practice. 
Even if related to a specific sector, as it is that of people with disabilities, with these figures I want to illustrate how far we are still nowadays from social cohesion. The disability sector should not be underestimated as it amounts to almost 15% of the population (this is almost 80 million people), rate which is expected to increase in the years to come due to the considerable ageing of the population in our continent. Until all those people are not properly integrated both socially, economically and into the labour market, real social cohesion will be only wishful thinking.
Coming back to what I was saying of how the EU could further contribute to increase social cohesion, I was referring to a broader approach. In a moment when between 60 and 70% of legislation enforced in Member States has its origin in Brussels, I believe that the EU could do much more. 

How? Very easy: by mainstreaming social cohesion considerations into all relevant EU policies and initiatives.

This is a methodology we have been promoting at EU level from the disability sector and that it is starting to bear some positive fruits.
Current new impact assessment obligations imposed on the European Commission when exploring new initiatives and proposals in the context of the EU Better Regulation Initiative offer the right breeding ground to advance this horizontal approach, as now the Commission in particular but also the other EU institutions have the duty of assessing much more thoroughly the environmental, economic and social impact of their proposals. The problem they often face is that they lack the necessary data and indicators to properly address those issues. Therefore, contributions in that direction from the scientific community would be particularly welcome.
On the other hand, the current political context and awareness about the need of a more social Europe also offer a better environment to advance in that direction. I must say that in Brussels I am increasingly perceiving positive signs and more positive messages about the importance of the social element in the context of the Lisbon Strategy. For instance, two weeks ago we organized in the European Economic and Social Committee, where I am a member, a seminar to launch a study on the importance of Social Economy in Europe, that is cooperatives, mutuals, associations and foundations, and we counted on the participation of Commissioner Verheugen, who is in charge of enterprise and industry, who for the first time gave a very strong endorsement of the role that Social Economy plays in Europe in terms of creation of both economic and social wealth, committing himself to further promote our model.
Without a doubt, this is an extremely positive sign in political terms. Obviously the challenge is to manage to spread this view amongst all politicians and decision-makers and persuade them that social spending generates social capital, which in turn generates wealth. 

In other words, we need to persuade them that social cohesion is not only a matter of altruism or social justice but also that there is a clear economic case for it. Coming back to the example of people with disabilities. If we manage to incorporate that 20% of the EU population into the mainstream, they will soon be generating wealth by paying taxes, as consumers and as employees, while diminishing the social protection financial burden on the State. 
We also need to persuade our politicians that social expenditure in its broadest sense, not only social security spending, also generates welfare and has direct and positive economic implications. To put an example very close to us, in Spain the government has recently passed the “Dependency Law”, which will make compulsory for public administrations, concretely the regional governments, to cover the expenses derived from addressing the needs of dependent people, that is people with disabilities and old people. This will generate around 300,000 jobs, apart from liberating many dependent relatives who currently spend most of their time taking care of them and that from now on they could become active economic actors. I think this is a good example of how a measure that in principle could be perceived as a financial burden in the State it will largely offset its cost through the generation of employment, wealth and taxes, as well as by contributing to the dynamism of the economy.  
And this applies to social spending in other areas, as it could be education, housing, etc. For instance the direct link between the level of education and literacy of a country and its economic development has already been well demonstrated by different studies. (Mr Ilmakunnas, who comes from Finland, a leading country in education could perhaps later on give us an insight on that linkage from his perspective). It can be therefore be said that social spending is needed on top and beyond of traditional and pure social protection expenditure, to generate the social capital which will lead into social cohesion.
 I will wrap up by coming back to the starting point of this session, which was “economic stability and social cohesion”, concluding that a dynamic market economy, which is necessary in such a competitive and globalised environment in which we live, necessarily involves some degree of instability, as well as gradual structural change. However, I am persuaded that by further investing in social capital and in social cohesion such a degree of instability would be reduced and its impact minimized. 
That is my conclusion and the above were my reflections to kick off this workshop. Now I look forward to listening to yours and to a productive, enriching and constructive debate.
Thanks for your attention.

Mr Seija Ilmakunnas, Director General of the Finnish Government Institute for Economic Research has now the floor.

Possible questions for the debate:

· From the experience of a pretty socially cohesive country as Finland, which would be your “recipe” for the EU?

· Given Finland’s specificities (small population, low density, etc.), is it possible to translate Finland’s experience/lessons into the broader EU context?

· I would like you to summarise in a nutshell (not more than one minute) the main messages and recommendations to be transmitted to policy and decision-makers. 
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