
- 1 -

To Marianne Thyssen, 

a declarat
ion of lo

ve 

for  the 
European 

labour market.

VDAB



- 2 -

Dearest labour market,

Yes indeed, this is a love letter. I want to declare my great 
affection for the European labour market, in the knowledge 
that you share this affection. Together with all the 
actors who feel the same way, we can create a beautiful 
result these next five years. 
The labour market is like a son to me. And now you are 
making him all excited or something. I know, you have 
been in love with him for some time, with your social 
heart in the right place. Despite my fatherly emotions, I 
cannot and do not want to hamper you in the slightest. 
Let the love between you and the labour market blossom. 
Nothing would make me happier. However, I will sleep 
easier if I know that we are on the same wavelength. 
As head of VDAB and an active member of the network 
of Public European Employment Services, I would like a 
few moments of your attention. To examine the role that 
you might tackle the sky-high labour market problems 
and to work together with us in a tangible way, as public 
employment services.
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1.
You have a unique 
opportunity, but are 
faced with an enormous 
challenge. It is now or 
never when it comes to 
achieving the European 
ambitions in the EU-2020 
strategy. And you manage 
the crucial department.

The deadline is set for the end or your term: it will 
be 2020. At the end of the decade, what will Europe 
have achieved of the brave and visionary promises that 
it made in 2010, not only to itself, but in particular 
to all the citizens? Europe postulated that by 2020 it 
wants to have 75% of Europeans aged 20 to 64 years in 
employment. It wants fewer than 10% of the school-aged 
children leaving school early and without a diploma. 
The aim is to have at least 40% of 30 to 34 year-olds 
receiving a higher education diploma and also a drastic 
reduction - by at least 20 million - of the number of 
victims and near-victims of poverty and social exclusion. 

The European Union wanted to use the 2020 
strategy to build on a new future. Since the start of 
the economic crisis, the aim is also to find a solution 
for the financial health of the Union. And this is in the 
shorter term, with future perspective in the longer 
term. A true strategy does not limit itself to tackling a 
cyclical problem. This strategy is also endowed with the 
ambition to implement structural reforms at economic, 
budgetary, social and ecological levels. However, there 
is a long way to go before these goals are achieved. You 
will no doubt agree with this. 2020 is so close that it 
needs to happen now and without delay. It is up to you 
to take the lead, as far as the labour market and life-long 
learning are concerned. Perhaps a few concerns and 
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ideas from a “Europe lover” and labour market fanatic 
like me can help to provide a tangible direction to the 
approach and to join forces with many different actors 
and put our noses to the grindstone. 

Your European package of powers: the largest! 
Your own country - Belgium, where your political party 
sacrificed the premiership in order to give you an 
important position in the European Commission - was 
quite pitying about the powers that you ultimately 
received. What a load of nonsense. It is correct that the 
European Commission has not done a lot in the past 
for social affairs and the strengthening of the labour 
market. This is putting it mildly. However, when I hear 
and read the intentions with which this committee is 
setting out, then the emphasis is very clearly on the 
creation of work, work and more work. For old and 
young, for the indigenous population and people of 
non-European origin, for all vulnerable groups, most of 
all for everyone of working age. Marianne, your package 
of powers is full of possibilities, because you are the first 
European commissioner to manage social affairs, the 
labour market and vocational training - and thereby also 
the important issue of life-long learning.

The perfect opportunity to tackle a social cancer. 
The political economist and Nobel prize winner Amartya 
Sen neatly summarised the individual and collective ills 
of unemployment: psychological and health problems, 
loss of technical qualifications, degradation of the 
intellectual possibilities, loss of motivation, undermining 
relationships in families and in society, diminished sense 
of responsibility, tensions between communities, lost 
productivity and deadlocks in technical innovation 
capacity. You need to take a deep breath after reading 
this summary, don’t you? 

The other side of the coin: the magic cure is called 
work. For most citizens, work not only provides the 
best protection against life uncertainty and poverty. 
In addition to a respectful reward, it also provides 
for quality of life and a foundation for a prosperous 
existence. If low-skilled workers remain in employment, 
there is lesser risk of them experiencing poverty in 
Europe. Work provides for quality of life, a respectful 
reward and a foundation for a prosperous existence. 
It results in improved health, fewer family problems, 
improved participation in society, the expansion and 
maintenance of a social network, fewer episodes of 
depression and fewer suicide attempts. To express this 
in pecuniary terms: by investing in having more people 
in work, society will reap the rewards. It is often said 
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that there is no miracle cure to solve the social problems. 
Sorry to disagree, but there is and it is called WORK. I 
hope that you agree with this, in words and in deeds. 

You can give the engine of the European economy 
a turbo boost. This is your chance to make social 
affairs and the labour market policy the driving force of 
Europe in the coming years. If this engine starts running, 
the whole continent will receive a new momentum. 
If the 300 billion Euro investment package proposed 
by the Commission is used correctly, this engine will 
immediately receive an injection of turbo power. 
However, you will have to steer Europe in the right 
direction.

You are ambitious, but not naïve. The authority over 
the labour market policy of the European Commission 
is currently in the hands of someone who knows the 
European methods through and through; someone who 
has been active in the European Parliament for over 
20 years and has worked hard all that time. Everything 
seems to indicate that you really are going to make 
Europe more social, with the labour market being a key 
factor. You may even write a piece of European history 
in this field, Marianne. You are arriving at a key moment 
to make Europeans happier about and in their work. I 
know that you will use all the opportunities available 

within the policy framework to implement the required 
measures. However, the member states remain largely 
responsible for their labour market. You can harmonise 
the European labour market and - together with all 
the member states - make it a much more efficient 
instrument for European welfare. 

Clear priorities and stiff challenges, that is what 
you are starting out with. You made your priorities 
clear even in your opening statement during the hearing 
before the European Parliament. You have four priorities: 
creating and stimulating new jobs, social fairness, skills 
and access to work via increased mobility. You also 
stated that the European Commission needs to take into 
consideration the social consequences of the measures 
that it implements in all its work areas. 

You want to crank up the job creation, by tackling 
both the supply and the demand. You could say, 
working on work on all fronts. You have a lot of things 
that you want to improve: the business environment, 
the labour mobility, the use of the youth guarantee and 
the role of dual education systems, in which youngsters 
work and learn simultaneously. 
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2.
The European labour market 
is in trouble, if you look at 
the main issues. 

Issue 1 
Europe is literally becoming an old 
continent. 

Europe has long been respectfully referred to as the old 
continent, because it was the cradle of many Western 
developments in world history. However, nowadays 
Europe is literally an old continent, if we look at 
the population pyramid and the age structure of its 
labour market. The working professional population is 
becoming less young and more aged. The ratio between 
40 to 64-year-olds and 20 to 39-year-olds increased 
sharply, from 0.96 in 2000 to 1.30 in 2013. The proportion 
of youngsters (15 - 24) dropped from 11.4% in 200 to 8.4% 
in 2013; the proportion of elderly (50 - 64) increased over 
the same period from 20.6% to 27.2%. This means that 
even today there are already three times more elderly 
than youngsters at professionally active age. 

Fertility is also decreasing sharply, whilst live expectancy 
continues to increase substantially. According to 
Eurostat, the net migration in the EU has halved 
between 2003 and 2013, from a “historic” peak of 
 1.8 million net inflow to 882,000 individuals. The coming 
years will see only a partial increase. The result is an 
“inverted” age pyramid, with an increasingly wide tip of 
older ages and a narrower base of youngsters. Marianne, 
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I am sure you are aware of the prognoses for 2060. 
The share of youngsters under the age of 15 years is 
expected to decrease slightly to 15%. The army of people 
at working age (15 - 64) is currently at its largest, more 
specifically it accounts for 66% of the total population, 
but that will decrease to 56% by 2060. The group aged 
65+ will increase by half, to 149 million in 2060, the group 
aged 80+ will more than double to 62 million. 

Is all this older also making us wiser? The European 
labour market is ageing rapidly, but is older really 
making us wiser, Marianne? Can the market maintain 
and “second” the experience and the expertise and 
competencies built up over the year? Because that will 
be necessary! You are also fully aware of the fact that 
we need to keep older people in the labour market 
for a longer period in order to maintain the welfare 
and wellbeing of our children and grandchildren. The 
employment rate of those aged 55+, which was only 
50% in the EU in 2013, needs to increase to keep the 
working professional population at the same level. This 
is a significant challenge in countries such as Greece, 
France, Italy, Hungary, Austria, Luxembourg, Malta, 
Poland, Slovenia, Romania, Slovakia and most of all in 
Belgium, where only 42% of those aged 55+ are working. 
Apparently we are not the bravest of all Gauls when it 
comes to using our competencies for as long as possible. 

The squares of European cities - such as Paris, Rome, 
Budapest, Athens, Vienna, Venice and Brussels - are 
teeming with grey pigeons, but they are chased away... A 
symbol of what happens to grey in our labour market? 
The clock is actually already at five past twelve when 
it comes to keeping many more elderly people working 
for longer, but also in sufficiently pleasant and therefore 
“more adapted” conditions. 

Issue 2
The future is being threatened by youth 
unemployment. 

Loss of youth is no longer purely an ecological 
problem. Earlier in this story I painted a picture of how 
the demographics are affecting society. In the coming 
decades, Europe simply has too few young people on 
the labour market. You would think that this would 
solve the problem of youth unemployment. But with five 
million young people in the European Union unemployed 
this is of course wishful thinking. We will not really be 
able to count on the loss of youth to alleviate all our 
job concerns surrounding youngsters in Europe. The 
people drafting the European 2020 goals realised this 
more than ten years ago. Two of the four strategic 
goals relate specifically to the youth: we need to have 
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fewer youngsters leaving school without a diploma or 
qualifications and we need to have more youngsters 
obtaining a higher education diploma. Very appropriate 
ambitions, because what is going on at the moment? 

Poor figures regarding premature school drop-
outs and youngsters with a higher education 
diploma. Far too many youngsters, more specifically 
12% in 2013 - leave the education system without usable 
qualifications. They still tend to fall through the cracks in 
our employment and education systems. Simultaneously, 
there is a great demand for higher education in general, 
also for those who obtain a diploma. The demands 
set by the labour market with regards to the level of 
education of job-seekers are increasing all the time. 
Although the proportion of 30 to 34-years-olds with a 
higher education diploma has increased significantly 
over the last decade (to 37% in 2013), this needs to 
increase even further in light of the significant challenges 
ahead. 

Issue 3 
Competence and talent often remain 
unknown.

The European labour market is a hotbed of waste. 
A large number of people cannot find work, or are 
only able to perform below their capabilities and 
expectations. They can only find inferior jobs, if they 
find any at all. When investigators delve deeper into 
this problem, they always arrive at the same conclusion: 
many talents that job-seekers have remain under the 
radar. The job-seekers themselves are not always aware 
of their abilities, because they have gained new skills 
and competencies almost without noticing, both in their 
job and beyond this context. Our society is teeming 
with people who are making an effort for society: as 
committee members in clubs/organisations, as sports 
coaches, as volunteers, protecting the environment, as 
language instructors, being creative or politically active, 
you name it. But we hardly use these competencies at 
a professional level. What an enormous waste of skill, 
ability and talent! The core of the problem - you often 
hear - is the lack of flexibility and resilience in job-seekers. 
The problem would be a lot smaller if the job-seekers 
themselves AND the “employing organisations” were to 
take into consideration the passion and competencies 
acquired elsewhere by the job-seekers. 
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Issue 4 
The rigid exchange between services  
within Europe and the paltry “traffic” of 
job-seekers.

It’s no wonder, with 28 member states. There is great 
diversity in policy, organisation, regulations and 
legislation to govern the labour markets. Not that it 
should be your ambition, Marianne, to create a uniform 
European labour market. On the contrary, it is essential 
that each member state has its own interpretation. 
However, it is a shortcoming that we do not speak one 
language within Europe. I mean, whichever course our 
dozens of labour markets set out, we should be on the 
same wavelength with regards to the final destination. 
And that destination is working longer with great 
appetite in order to secure the welfare and wellbeing 
of our children and grandchildren. Agreement exists on 
how to achieve this: i.e. a competency-oriented career 
policy. And that is to ensure that all Europeans can 
develop and use their competencies, throughout their 
career.  

In other words, there is no common language as yet that 
expresses what it means exactly to have a 21st century 
labour market policy in Europe. This policy has not yet 
become entrenched in all the local public employment 

services in the member states. A number of them have 
not been able to familiarise themselves with the role 
of a conductor. The public employment agencies play 
a central role in expanding that competency-oriented 
career policy. They ensure that the various pieces of the 
puzzle from the various actors fit together. This requires 
helicopter vision and an approach based on their role 
as conductor. Not all of the labour markets have the 
required partners to achieve a strategy that compliments 
this new role of the public agency. However, without a 
common language, the fundamental European principle 
of free movement of individuals remains a dead letter. 

Europeans are attached to their home and their 
job and are not easy to get moving. Europeans are 
traditionally attached to their home, the EU is (too) 
safe as a “stay-at-home place”. Emigration has increased 
slightly the last few years, but it remains limited to less 
than 0.3% of the EU population annually. In comparison: 
in the USA, approximately 2.7% of the population 
moves to another state each year, a ten-fold higher 
emigration movement. The low geographic mobility of 
the European is of course related to the low job mobility. 
Approximately 8% of Europeans switch jobs annually, 
but this is a voluntary choice in only one in three cases, 
usually aimed at upward mobility. Job mobility also 
appears to concentrate strongly on youngsters. Slightly 
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older employees (over 40 years) hardly even change jobs. 
One cannot rely on spontaneous mobility alone. Citizens 
are already able to travel to many European countries 
with only one passport in their pocket. In the future, a 
single information system should also enable them to 
find their perfect match with an employer anywhere in 
Europe. The matching process is currently far too slow, 
whilst this should yield an immediate result. There are 
many administrative processes blocking the path from 
dreams to reality, which we need to limit significantly. 
The way in which something like diplomas, education 
levels or competency data is registered in each country 
is something that currently blocks or significantly delays 
the matching process. 

Issue 5 
Too few Europeans have access to life-long 
learning.

Even at the level of “life-long learning” the EU still 
cannot present a positive result. The proportion of 
people in work (aged 25 to 64 years) that have followed 
education or training has remained stagnant since 2004 
at approximately 10%. Things appeared to be headed in 
the right direction in the middle of the previous decade, 
when the economy was still growing strongly. But in 

times of a lengthy recession the proportion of “people in 
work undergoing (further) education” has dropped back 
below 10%. Various developments, such as the loss of job 
security, only make the need for life-long learning more 
urgent and more useful. Nevertheless, our companies 
and employers are apparently failing to provide greater 
career security by strengthening competencies. A 
sustainable career that runs as the individual would 
like it to requires constant investments in the building 
of new competencies. We are still far removed from 
this ideal situation. Of course it is up to the member 
states to set out a suitable education and vocational 
training policy, but it would be best to integrate this at a 
European level in the modern career policy.

Such a sustainable competency offensive supposes that 
employees have the time and the financial support to 
pursue the further development of their competencies 
throughout their career. It is crucially important that 
these competencies are also certified, so that they yield 
maximum benefit during transitions in their career. 
Learning in informal contexts should also be valued 
more by the labour market. The promotion of life-long 
learning necessitates a voluntary investment policy from 
both the government and business.
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3.
Fortunately, progress has 
been made on many fronts 
with partial solutions or a 
start to solutions.

Approach to issue 1 
Old does not need to mean “out” at all.

High time to rejuvenate the minds. Now more 
than ever, the old continent needs to stand by the 
wisdom, creativity and entrepreneurial spirit of the 
past and ensure better and longer utilisation of the 
work experience. We do not need to make voyages of 
discovery to remote destinations, but rather a domestic 
voyage of discovery into the undiscovered, unknown, 
under-utilised, hidden and often dormant potential of 
silver competencies. Let us build a fleet, with brave 
captains at the helm who are not afraid to stick their 
neck out to praise the competencies of older sailors in 
all weather conditions. These brave captains need to 
stand up amongst the entrepreneurs, the unions and the 
policy makers. 

Do not hang the elderly in a hammock. For the 
elderly, we are prepared to do away with the systems 
that - implicitly or explicitly - promote their early 
retirement. If elderly employees can no longer work in 
a company, then we should ensure that they end up on 
a trampoline rather than an uncomfortable hammock. 
They can then find very useful work for the period up to 
their well-deserved retirement. 
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Approach to issue 2 
This is how you give the future back to the 
youth.

Things can be different AND already are, in Austria. 
At high schools, the public employment service provides 
systematic information about the labour market within 
the curriculum. The senior students all receive lessons 
in the use of search channels, creating CVs or the best 
way to present yourself as a candidate for a job. The 
Austrian agency also offers guidance when selecting a 
course of study, by informing pupils and students about 
the job prospects for a certain choice. This ensures that 
youngsters are well prepared for the labour market. 

An alliance of companies aims to create 100,000 jobs 
and internships. The initiative by the Nestlé Alliance 
for YOUth demonstrates that employers can do a lot 
themselves to bridge the gap between school and work 
effectively. Since 2013, Nestlé has committed itself to 
creating some 20,000 jobs and internships for young 
Europeans via the “Nestlé needs YOUth” initiative. This 
forms the basis for the “Alliance for YOUth” movement, 
which aims to combat youth unemployment in 
cooperation with national and international partners. 
A total of 200 companies have joined the “Alliance for 
YOUth” in Europe. The alliance has the ambition to 

create 100,000 jobs and internships over the coming 
years. It is the first pan-European movement of 
businesses that are committed to helping young people 
to be more prepared for the professional world and 
improve their chances in a challenging labour market 
context. The engagement of European and national 
employers is vital to the success of our approach. The 
Public Employment Service approach to tackling youth 
unemployment is taking shape in the form of the “Youth 
Guarantee). 

The Youth Guarantee is already delivering results. 
The Youth Guarantee must ensure that all job-seeking 
Europeans under the age of 25 years are offered a 
high-quality job, professional education or on-the-job 
training, before being out of a job for more than four 
months. Clear progress in this direction has been 
demonstrated at the recent European Summit meetings 
in Berlin, Paris and Milan. The introduction of the Youth 
Guarantee resulted in the instigation in all member 
states of specific youth-oriented and versatile services. 
We have also strengthened the relationships with 
employers in order to provide improved job prospects to 
young graduates and job-seekers. The Youth Guarantee 
has previously yielded results at a national level in 
Austria, Denmark and Finland. Youth unemployment 
decreased in Finland, because 83.5% of the youngsters 
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involved found a job, training, internship or further 
education within three months of their registration. 

Please build more bridges between education and 
work. The public service agencies have reified this 
strong conviction in the form of the Youth Guarantee. 
We are currently focused on tackling the vulnerable 
situation of unqualified drop-outs and youngsters who 
are not involved in any form of work, education or 
training. However, additional investments are required to 
create a powerful, pro-active and preventative approach. 
For example, we need to provide better information 
about career prospects, so that the youngsters can 
select a relevant career change. Full-fledged dual learning 
systems - that combine work and learning - have proven 
effective in various countries.

Other options include making facilities for professional 
training available to teachers and students or expanding 
sustainable partnerships with education providers and 
youth organisations. Professional education becomes a 
WORK instrument if “Education” participates. What really 
hit me was that the commissioner for Education was not 
present at the European Summit meetings about youth 
unemployment. You should not make the same mistake, 
Marianne. In order to achieve a significant reduction 
in youth unemployment, it is not only important that 

more structural synergy is created between education 
and the world of work, but it is also important that the 
strategies of both policy domains meet. 

Approach to issue 3  
We can do more to expose and tap.

We can and must throw out tired concepts and 
methods. Let’s get rid of some rubble first, Marianne. 
The rubble of outdated and/or unworkable concepts and 
methods that do not apply to the labour market for this 
century. The concept of job security must make room 
for career security, in which flexible and resilient citizens 
will always find a (new) path in the labour market. The 
container concept “target group” belongs in the waste 
container, because it has resulted in a wide range of 
individuals being tarred with the same brush. And that 
one approach for them all - one size fits all - does not 
work. It is no longer sufficient to wait until someone 
becomes unemployed. It would be best to evolve from 
the healing approach to the prevention of the disease. 
Data mining is quite effective at predicting who might 
fall between the cracks and who needs a preventative 
approach. It would be best to stop teaching people each 
skill and competency consecutively in classrooms, as this 
takes a lot of time and significantly harms motivation. 



- 14 -

Get people (back) to work quickly and learning there, 
as they go. It has been proven that this is the best 
approach. 

The main aim is to make everyone flexible and 
resilient. It should be clear that the labour market 
policy urgently requires profound renewal. This is 
currently referred to as the Transitional Labour Market 
(TAM), a somewhat pompous term. We are now dealing 
with many more movements, from education to work 
and from work to training, from work to other work, 
from care to work and back, from work to pension, 
from full-time to part-time and vice versa and so on. 
From one transition to the other, sometimes all within 
the same business. Aiming for smooth and high-quality 
transitions is essential for a policy that aims to increase 
productivity. No, the transitional labour market does 
not want to see people hopping from job-to-job or 
employer-to-employer. It offers a framework for wanted 
or unwanted transitions. This will ensure that people 
enjoy working for longer. 

Europe has already set this course. The paradigm 
shift towards the transitional labour market has already 
taken place as far as policy is concerned. It formed 
the starting point for the “opinion” of the Employment 
Committee “Making transitions pay” from 2010. A policy 

that gives citizens and companies the levers to anticipate 
for changes in careers, to reap the benefits from career 
transitions instead of suffering as a result, reconciles the 
market’s need for “flexibility” with the individual need 
for “security”. 

The indivdual learns to lean on his competencies. 
This can no longer remain limited to professional 
competencies. People acquire new competencies during 
their careers. We are paying increasing attention to the 
“competencies acquired elsewhere”, other than at work. 
They can come from any phase or activity in a person’s 
life. Explicitly recognising these skills and knowledge 
factors improves the perspectives of job-seekers. 

From lemon jobs to a mango career. We have a need 
for a career that is sweet all the time and not the 
sour, compressed career from 25 to 54 years, as is still 
common in the lemon jobs. They not only prevent people 
from working longer, but also from living their lives 
differently and more pleasantly. As far as I am concerned 
we can call the ideal situation a nice, sweet mango 
career. But you can select any other sweet, exotic fruit 
that you wish, Marianne!
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If we “carve out” a job individually, the individual 
will want to remain in work longer. Of course the 
key to getting people to work longer voluntarily is 
the appeal of that idea. HOW can I continue working 
tomorrow, is what the older employee justly asks 
himself. There are new technologies that make jobs more 
attractive by ensuring that they meet the abilities and 
the needs of the person in question more specifically. 
In Finland, they have implemented a workability index 
based on a questionnaire. In this questionnaire, the 
employee indicates whether he feels good about his job, 
to what extent and why. He also states what can be 
done to ensure that he still feels the same way two years 
from now. This very tangible input allows employers 
to mould jobs for their employees, which is sometimes 
referred to as “job carving”. Splitting of full-time jobs 
(“task splitting”) can also help. Flanders also has access 
to a regular workability study; the Social Economic 
Council of Flanders publishes a workability monitor, but 
this barometer does not measure the temperature on 
the work floor of each employee yet. And that is what 
is required to continue working for longer and with 
enjoyment. 

A career deal, free and always for everyone. Do you 
know what I dream about, Marianne? That everyone 
on the labour market receives a career deal. And via 

a service provider like mine, the public employment 
agency, because they should act as a career director for 
everyone. The career conductor must guarantee that 
people work longer and with greater enjoyment, a fun 
career long. The deal gives shape to the career certainty, 
which must replace the outdated and unrealistic concept 
of job certainty. This makes the career deal one of the 
most important pillars of the new social system that 
is being created around this career certainty. The deal 
applies to the entire active professional career, until the 
individual leaves the labour market for good.

Everyone receives their competency portfolio 
at the start. This contains the competencies already 
demonstrated by your education diploma, but also the 
many other competencies that you take with you from 
your time as a student, for example from student jobs, 
volunteer work and activities in a youth or sports club. 
In addition to the competency portfolio, everyone also 
receive a personal development plan (PDP), which should 
support the individual in making choices for the further 
expansion of the career. These two “instruments” should 
give citizens a better feeling and better ammunition to 
start their career. 
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Career insurance and career account: work for the 
member states. An activating labour market requires 
very different tools than the current unemployment 
insurance. The European Commission has no authority 
over the national labour laws and social security of each 
member state. But I still want to look at this interesting 
avenue, Marianne. You can encourage the member states, 
for example, to implement the lever of career insurance. 
This can be an umbrella provision, which takes care 
of user facilities and income facilities based on the 
individual career perspective, linked to the new social 
risks. Does that sound vague and abstract? Not at all. 

In the Netherlands this is called a “pret- en 
kwelverzekering” (pleasure and pest insurance). I call it 
a joys and burdens insurance, because it needs to cover 
both the classic “painful” risks such as unemployment 
and create new opportunities via training, promoting 
the capacity for work and improving the combination 
of work and private life. If you combine various welfare 
systems at different policy levels in the same career 
insurance, then you get one solidary system of renewed 
social security to facilitate transitions and support 
careers. In such a system, everyone can build up career 
privileges and cash these in as a function of their 
autonomous career choices. Anyone facing transitions 
and risks can rely on this insurance. It is a form of 

insurance that brings social security closer to the 
individual citizens.
 
Another idea for the member states: the individual 
career account. Something else that can become a 
useful pillar in a new system in the member states is 
the individual career account, a sort of backpack that 
everyone takes with them onto the labour market and 
fills during their professional career. The account states 
the credits acquired in time and/or money, which you 
can withdraw during your career. The career credits 
help you to enjoy a long, fun career, as everyone is free 
to use these credits as they wish, to make it easier to 
combine work and family and for personal development. 
The career account is filled by employer and employee 
contributions and subsidies from the government. The 
individual is the owner of the career account and uses 
it according to his personal needs. This makes it clear 
to the individual which responsibilities the contributing 
parties carry and which solidarity plays a role. 

The “human means” as natural and always valuable 
raw materials. The employee is no longer viewed as 
a commodity that can be dumped after use due to 
competencies that are deemed useless. The employee 
is hired, maintained and even developed in order to 
be returned to the labour market after the “rental 
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period” and the labour market then upcycles the 
individual. If the “tenant-employer” has not (adequately) 
maintained the employee and his competencies, then 
the guarantee system is used. The employer who has 
not invested in the competencies of his employee must 
be held accountable. This can take place individually, 
via a deposit into the employee’s career account, or 
collectively via a “transition fund”. What a difference 
compared to the current, valid practice!

Approach of issue 4: 
towards one language in our various labour 
markets.

One language for mobile job-seekers. In an era where 
mobile communication is in full ascendency throughout 
society, it is high time for the “mobile worker”. This 
worker can and dares to pursue his career elsewhere in 
Europe, other than the place where he has fewer future 
perspectives. If we create one European competency 
language, this will contribute to breaking down the 
boundaries that currently block these migration 
movements. The common language must make it 
possible to work together using instruments with a 
compatible data exchange, across national and regional 
borders. This allows public and private service providers 

to match an Irishman, an Italian or a Bulgarian to a 
vacancy in Germany, the Netherlands or Poland and 
we can offer everyone in the European Union the same 
complete career service. An employment mediator will 
quickly be able to determine whether there is a match, if 
the tools that are being used are compatible. 

Flanders offers a European first in refined matching. 
My organisation - the Flemish Employment and 
Vocational Training Service (VDAB) has helped to develop 
the tool “Competent” in order to facilitate competence-
oriented matching. This is a competency database 
in which all professional activities and their skill and 
knowledge details are described. We have converted 
these competency data into the relational database 
Comeet, which exploits Competent data in order to 
match job-seekers to vacancies. For example, Comeet 
draws links between similar competencies in various 
professions. 

Matches enriched by competencies bring job-seekers 
and job providers closer together. We regularly receive 
visits from foreign delegations who want to learn more 
about our innovation in competency-oriented matching. 
I think that the whole of Europe would do well to take 
up this innovation in labour market instrumentation. 
The approach will become even more effective once 
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the competencies acquired outside the labour setting 
are integrated. In the next phase, the system must 
show how the competencies have been acquired and 
how we can validate them. We are already taking stock 
of all official competency reports, such as diplomas, 
certificates of experience and titles of professional 
ability.

The European career of the matching system has 
already begun. Marianne, you will already have noticed 
how great my affection for the European labour market 
is. I am pleased to give her this gift. The matching system 
based on Competent has started a European career. 
For example, Malta sends all its information about 
job-seekers and employers to our Flemish servers and 
receive all matching results the following day. Sweden 
is also considering implementation. Public employment 
agencies from the Netherlands, France, Luxembourg and 
several Central and East European countries have also 
shown interest. Various important private employment 
agencies now also make use of the service in Flanders. 
This can form an initial concrete step towards that one 
language in which we can work swiftly and precisely 
towards a competency-oriented career policy. There is 
also interest from large private companies, such as the 
Belgian postal company bpost, that want to use this tool 
for their internal HR policy. 

Approach to issue 5 
An increasingly full backpack of 
competencies for all.

Your authority in professional education is 
exactly what is needed for the competencies of 
tomorrow. What are the essential competencies of 
the future? Competencies to give meaning to one’s 
pursuits. Connecting competencies, because we have 
to do it together, now more than ever. Care, to abate 
the increasing risks. Frugality, to ensure that this world 
remains liveable. Flexibility, to allow for rapid change. 
Critical attitude, because you do not just accept 
anything. Self-development, because you set your own 
course. If the citizens of the future have these core 
competencies, then business will have to be socially 
responsible or... not exist at all. 

This helps to create businesses and organisations 
that are structurally more sound. Marianne, the 
leverage of your authority regarding professional 
education - let’s call it life-long learning - gives you the 
opportunity to tackle this route too. The effect of these 
core competencies on the future is not limited to the 
micro level of the employment organisation. They will 
also structurally determine the content of the social 
negotiations. The business organisation itself becomes 
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the subject of the social negotiations, creating a form of 
“Mitbestimmung” or participation for the employees. 

Belgium as a mini-European laboratory. Belgium 
forms an interesting laboratory, because the public 
employment agencies operate regionally but co-operate 
at a federal level. The public service providers are 
already building such frameworks together. Of course 
each organisation will remain autonomous, but the 
mobility of job-seekers between the regions will only 
be given “body” by developing one language and one 
similar operational framework, based on the instruments 
Competent and Comeet, as described above. The 
combination of respect for the autonomy, but still 
structurally working together within one framework, 
can be rolled out further as co-operating levels of 
the autonomous member states and the European 
framework. 
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4.
The public services for 
employment mediation and 
guidance are helping
significantly, with their 
2020 ambitions and 
projects. 

The labour market will never return to “business 
as usual”. For the public employment agencies in the 
European member states - the “PES” - it is over and out 
as far as “business as usual” is concerned. The past years 
have made it painfully clear to them that the changes on 
the labour market are increasing in number, happening 
faster and are more radical than before. It would be 
best for the public employment agencies to transform 
themselves into “employment-oriented portals towards 
social security”, with a clear vision of the developments 
that they need to implement to become even more 
relevant and more effective. 

We would be happy to map the routes for the 
job-seeker on the move. We as PES think this is crucial 
to the renewal of our tasks and working method. This 
must offer job-seekers, employees and employers a 
service that helps them to make career choices. This 
means that we do not simply remain “employment 
facilitators”, but that we rather become “labour market 
conductors”. Furthermore, we will work together with 
private employment mediators, welfare organisations, 
educational institutions and training providers. This 
will result in more intense participation in the labour 
market and more life-long learning. Our services will 
assist people in expanding their career, by offering them 
employment opportunities that can expand their career 
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horizon and that provide direction for their efforts to 
acquire more competencies and skills. 

Our service will make us the knowledge centre and 
the oracle of the entire labour market. Enriching our 
matching tools with data about skills and competencies 
will present new possibilities for job-seekers to switch 
quickly between jobs, sectors and phases in their lives. 
This will ensure greater internal and external mobility, 
with faster matching also tackling the bottlenecks and 
labour shortages. This also allows us to tackle the labour 
shortage more effectively.

The strategy of the employment agencies has 
great potential. The public employment services 
have developed a joint strategy to make a maximum 
contribution to the realisation of Europe 2020. I had the 
privilege to witness the realisation of this strategy up 
close. The European public employment agencies have 
formulated the ambition for themselves to activate 
citizens with sustainable prospects. They will focus 
much more in future on the demand side of the labour 
market, as employers are increasingly struggling to find 
employees. Small & Medium Enterprise in particular often 
requires more intense support. At the same time, the 
PES plan to work together more closely. This no longer 
relies solely on good will, it has become an obligation in 

the context of the PES Network. The public employment 
services should not only work together, they should 
also learn from each other and support each other. We 
will examine and exchange each other’s best practices. 
This is why the PES network recently held a meeting in 
Rome to start “benchlearning”, the implementation of 
systematic mutual benchmarking and mutual assistance. 
I know from personal experience the added value that 
the comparison of performance and the collection of 
expertise and insights form other public employment 
agencies can offer. It provides inspiration for the set-up 
of our organisations and for optimising our service.

As employment service providers, we want 
to invest in more employer-oriented services. 
Employers often face significant challenges to find the 
required talents to facilitate further growth of their 
multi-national companies. At the same time, we will 
engage the employers to draw up programmes that will 
strengthen the skills that really match the current and 
future needs of the labour market. The competencies 
that must be acquired during competency-strengthening 
activities can be derived from the competency profiles 
used by these businesses. Training paths can be set up as 
a function of tangible or frequently occurring vacancies 
and employers can provide access to their workplaces to 
organise parts of the training programme on-site. 
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The man on the street must be able to use us as 
a compass on the labour market. It is increasingly 
common that the man on the street experiences a 
turning point in his career or wants to move in a new 
direction himself. He must be able to rely on our public 
services in such cases. It is up to us to know which 
actors on the labour market offer which services and to 
make this information as widely available as possible. 

The public conductor creates harmony with the 
other actors. Public employment agencies are also best-
equipped to steer the other mediating organisations 
towards co-operation and innovation. This can be 
achieved by working with them as partners in the 
renewal and expansion of the labour market policy. 
Other service providers can add their experience and 
expertise to offer a broader and more differentiated 
supply of services, private market actors can offer 
services to optimise the public service, organisations 
that share insights across sectors can inspire each other 
towards new solutions for stubborn problems. If these 
partners play a greater role in career changes of the 
man on the street, then they are also better equipped 
to assist him in switching from learning to work and 
vice versa. In order to prevent rapid switching between 
periods of participation in work and unemployment, our 
services must also convince the actors of how important 

it is that activation measures yield sustainable results. 
Public employment agencies can also bridge the gap 
towards career management services and they can 
encourage job-seekers to acquire relevant skills so that 
they can cope with their career changes. This is how we 
are working to achieve sustainable activation.

Further improvement of activation by building 
more bridges towards education. The public 
employment services are also going to work together 
more closely with various interested parties in education 
and vocational training. They will inform employers 
about their responsibilities and options to secure 
the supply of manpower. For example, by offering 
opportunities to gain work experience in the form of 
internships. But also by stimulating life-long learning 
and the certification of acquired competencies. After all, 
our people will make the difference. And that requires a 
strong education policy, sturdy bridges between school 
and work and a culture of long, enjoyable learning. 

We will be flexible or we will not exist. In their paper, 
the European PES emphasise together that they must 
be able to act in a flexible manner to make the labour 
market policy as efficient as possible. The PES 2020 
strategy also results in consequences for the business 
modelling of the public employment agencies themselves. 
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They need to change radically to become customer-
oriented in their organisation, continually search to 
create added value, build a network of complementary 
service providers around them, make their connections 
with the man on the street and the companies digital, 
etc. Within the PES Network, we also have a course set 
out to achieve the strategic re-orientation, not as a 
goal in and of itself, but as a function of the optimum 
realisation of the European priorities, such as the Youth 
Guarantee.
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5.
Conclusion: Together we 
can achieve much more and 
we can tackle much more 
together.

Marianne, do you recognise the ambitions of the 
public employment mediators and guides? And more 
importantly, as it is less obvious: can you work with 
us on this, on a European scale? If your services and 
our services combined can give the labour market at 
a European level a nudge in the directions described 
above, this will also fan more profound, strategic 
co-operation between member states, at the level of the 
labour market and the required policy. In that case, one 
plus one will become three. 

In all honesty, the European Commission can do a lot 
more than they have achieved to date for the labour 
market. That starts with a new attitude. For example, 
I think it is absolutely essential that - when tackling 
youth unemployment - the European commissioner for 
Education works closely with you and indirectly with 
use and the entire labour market. After all, the policy 
framework needs to set the right example, in part by 
having not only a curative approach, but also setting 
up a pro-active and holistic approach. The fact that 
professional training also falls under your authority will 
significantly simplify and facilitate the exchange at this 
level. 



- 25 -

Laten we van werk ‘samenwerk’ maken. Let us turn 
labour into ‘collabouration’…

Out of a convincing affection for the labour market and 
for Europe,

Fons Leroy, 
CEO of the Flemish Employment Vocational Training 
Service


