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Putting security at the heart of the European social pact – Proposals to make flexicurity more balanced (
)








“Real freedoms are not just the first aim of development, but also one of its main means”

(Sen, 2000: 10).
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Summary

The concept of flexicurity opens up some interesting new avenues for rethinking our approach to social integration and security for Europe’s citizens. At the current stage reached in the European debate, however, flexicurity is out of balance on two levels: it leans too far towards flexibility at the expense of security, and it is too focused on the labour market (and increasing employment rates) at the expense of other aspects to do with quality of life in general. This article suggests ways to rebalance flexicurity, giving “security” greater substance so that we are better able to meet the challenges presented by today’s economic and demographic changes. In particular it proposes that, in addition to the mutualisation tools usually used in conventional social security strategies, services of general interest and time and space policies should also be developed. It recommends the negotiation of a new social pact in which each partner concerned (not just the social partners) should have its say. The conclusion highlights the particular role of the EU here in promoting integrated and harmonising measures and establishing new instruments for security and different ways of approaching the issue of public funding and investment.
The European Union defines flexicurity as “an integrated strategy to enhance, at the same time, flexibility and security in the labour market” (European Commission, 2007a: 5). The academic work leading up to the adoption of the Commission Communication on flexicurity regarded the “flexibility/security” tandem as a virtuous circle, with both terms seen as reciprocal prerequisites. 
This “win-win” approach should have earned general support, yet the Commission document has been severely criticised both by the trade unions (see Keune and Jepsen, 2007), and by NGOs, particularly in the anti-globalist movement (
). 

Our hypothesis is that this criticism – by actors who are vital for the implementation of any flexicurity strategy – stems from the fact that while the document puts forward practical proposals for “flexibilising” and deregulating labour law, it does not develop a new and inspiring framework for social security that is capable of covering all the risks and contingencies faced by Europe’s citizens in their career and family paths. The same criticism might be made of academic studies on “protecting career paths”, most of which, constrained by narrow labour market policies and traditional concepts of social security, struggle to reinvent a social model that can guarantee individuals basic security in their day-to-day lives and the genuine ability to develop themselves in a globalised economy (see, however, CEPS, 2007 and Vedrine, 2007). 

We would like to put the case for a new concept of “security” with a view to “negotiating a new compromise which guarantees protection for career pathways as a result of the redeployment of public intervention and the redefinition of the respective responsibilities of the State and the social partners” (Boyer, 2006). 

In order to do this, we will conduct an exercise which, in contrast to the idea of making marginal changes to institutions and systems (which the Commission Communication focuses on), starts from the realisation that there has been a profound transformation in people’s needs, and then redefines the basic features of a protective social model (
).
1. Flexicurity: The History Of An Oxymoron
In the mid-1990s flexibility and security tended to be seen as diametric opposites, so that it was only ever possible to have one at the expense of the other. The route chosen by the USA, which preferred labour market flexibility over any form of security (job security and social security in particular), stood in stark contrast to practices in Europe, where a rigid labour market went hand-in-hand with extensive social security, resulting in what was often referred to as eurosclerosis. At the time there were many who, following the line of the “insider-outsider” theory (Lindbeck, Snower 1988), argued that the American model was better because it was able to bring down unemployment or keep it at a very low level, and who demanded strategies for dismantling the welfare state and deregulating the labour market in order to reduce unemployment in Europe. 
It became clear from the mid-1990s that Europe needed to rethink the link between economic effectiveness and social fairness. The fordist model, which combined economic competitiveness and extensive social security, was almost universally called into question: in the Supiot report (1998) heralding the pluralisation of employment norms (and thus the end of the standard norm of full-time, open-ended employment for male breadwinners), among supporters of transitional labour markets (who saw the discontinuity of career paths as a given), and in the neo-institutionalist movement aiming to identify the different welfare state systems (which, particularly following Esping-Andersen in 1999, argued that any comparison needed to take account not just of States’ decommodification policies, but also of the strategies they use to recommodify the recipients of social benefits), there is general agreement about the need to make the labour market more flexible and to define an active version of security. The challenge is therefore to see security not just as the payment of cash benefits or guaranteeing jobs for life, but as the ability to be integrated on the labour market. Guaranteed job security should be superseded by security through employability. 
To use Adriaansens’ words (quoted in Wilthagen, Tros 2004), it is no longer the job that needs to be guaranteed, but the ability to find a job quickly on the labour market. As Gazier and Auer (2006) put it, the security of having a bird’s wings is preferable to the security of having a crab’s shell (a metaphor for social benefits, seen as a passive version of security). Job security, completely undermined by the requirements of flexible production, is no longer appropriate; what is needed are new forms of security through employability, making it easier to find a new job in the same company or with another employer. The discontinuity of career paths is seen here as a given, so there is no point in deluding ourselves by hoping for a return to job security (by bringing in more legislation and having the means to force companies to comply with it); instead transitions between jobs must be made more secure in order to prevent long-term unemployment and social exclusion.
The concept of flexicurity is intended to embody this whole evolution and to define a European social model that is distinguished from American practices by its efforts to reconcile the requirements of flexibility and security. Two countries, the Netherlands and Denmark, have played a vital role in the gradual development of this concept (for further details see Wilthagen and Tros 2004, Jorgensen and Madsen, 2007), and the debate on the subject in Europe has been largely based on their experiences. They have also shown that there can be many different approaches to flexicurity, and that there is no need to standardise practices, but that it is better to try to harmonise them through the open method of coordination. 
As it happens, the outcome of the debate is still out of balance in two respects: first, despite efforts to develop the concept of active security, there is still a focus on flexibility instruments (these are easier to quantify and therefore to measure with indicators, which are vitally important in the OMC); second, flexicurity has been developed with the aim of increasing employment rates, and given the ongoing modernisation of labour law, this central focus on the issue of employment means that social issues (quality of social integration and quality of life in general) are being reduced to the question of employability seen as adaptability to the needs of the labour market. These two weaknesses in the “flexicurity” approach – the imbalance between the two terms and the tendency to see security solely in terms of the labour market – explain why people have criticised it, in our view. 



 
2. The objective of security in a new economic and demographic context
In 2000, the Lisbon Declaration clearly set out the main challenges facing the European Union in the next few decades: economic restructuring accompanied by huge social changes, often on a regional scale, transformations in the labour market with the need for qualitative and quantitative adaptations to the labour force, and an ageing population with a high rate of social and economic dependence. On an individual level these challenges translate into growing uncertainty in the family and at work, while the possibility of isolation is putting off a growing proportion of the population from starting or extending a family. In this context, requiring individuals to be more flexible is a cynical exercise if they are not, at the same time, given practical and reliable protection for their basic needs 
.

If we start from the premise that a well-designed social system is one which is appropriate for the most vulnerable individuals, these facts and considerations show that all the social policies designed – particularly in continental Europe – for two-income households fail to address those most at risk in our societies: those who are isolated and especially single-parent families. Tomorrow’s social protection must be designed for an isolated “standard individual”, who should be able to participate in the labour market, have a decent standard of living when he/she is excluded from it, and fulfil private responsibilities towards those who are dependent on him/her (children, parents, etc.). If it is designed in this way it will then automatically be appropriate for households with two or more incomes.

1. 
The Commission Communication defines security thus: “it is about equipping people with the skills that enable them to progress in their working lives, and helping them find new employment. It is also about adequate unemployment benefits to facilitate transitions. Finally, it encompasses training opportunities for all workers, especially the low skilled and older workers” (European Commission, 2007a: 5). 

This definition, which draws on the concept of “capability” developed by the Nobel prizewinner A. Sen, is actually merely a very simplistic reflection of it and does not take account of the many studies conducted on this concept by the EUROCAP and CAPRIGHT networks, which define it as follows: “Investing in people is not simply investing in education, initial or lifelong. Basically the idea is to develop people’s capabilities at every moment of their life and work in a way that enhances their effective freedom to act and to choose among a widening set of possibilities (…). The capability approach includes the existence of real opportunities for people to develop their skills, and hence, the existence of collective guidelines allowing them to acquire real means and ensuring equal distribution of social opportunities” (
). 

For R. Salais, “the great swing represented by the capabilities approach has to do with the choice of the reference in relation to which public action (policies, legislation, procedures) should be designed, implemented and evaluated. For Sen, the only ethically legitimate reference for public action is the person, and specifically his/her status in terms of the extent of real freedoms that he/she enjoys in order to choose and manage the life he/she would like to have” (Salais, 2005). This concept lays out an ambitious path for flexicurity, which should not just promote individual adaptability to the requirements of the labour market, but should promote people’s genuine freedom to choose the life they want to lead. 
According to the capability approach, and following on from the points made earlier, it is important to understand that “security” pursued within the framework of flexicurity must simultaneously aim to: 

- improve personal skills in order ensure adaptability to the labour market throughout people’s professional development – this is the central point about “security” in the Commission Communication; 

- guarantee individuals the opportunity to combine work and family life under the same conditions for women and men; 

- also, and above all, provide effective protection for people who are temporarily or definitively excluded from the labour market. It must be guaranteed that a number of life’s essentials will be covered in any situation: health, housing, energy, social welfare services, education, transport, communication, means of subsistence, and so on. This third element is an essential requirement for individuals to be dynamic and adaptable, for a demographic revival, and also for social cohesion and a reduction in inequality. However, the Commission Communication does not go into much detail about it, merely describing it as “modern social security systems that provide adequate income support, encourage employment and facilitate labour market mobility”, for example. 

Only if all these guarantees are provided can there be an effective flexicurity policy, whose aim might be defined as ensuring that each individual in a changing family and working environment has a real “horizon” that he/she can project and that will allow him/her to engage in new short- or long-term projects at any time, such as family projects, buying a house, changing jobs, moving abroad, etc. 

3. 
areas and instruments of security

It appears that, in order to meet this objective, the “security” element of flexicurity requires a significant broadening of the traditional limits of social security, whether defined analytically (in terms of risks, as in ILO Convention No 102) or functionally (according to the tasks it fulfils, as in Council Recommendation 92/442, Council of the European Union, 1992). 

 

If we look at the needs that social protection in the broad sense should cover in order to meet the collective and individual challenges of a knowledge-based economy, we can see that it needs to encompass much wider fields than those usually thought of. As well as the traditional fields, there is access to housing, to basic education and lifelong learning, to energy, to credit, to mobility, to welfare services, to communication and information media, etc. 

To take the Commission Communication at its word, a genuinely “integrated” strategy would need to be implemented that would apply to all areas of economic and social life likely to affect people’s life and career paths. One of the EU’s priorities in this area should be to identify a new “basket of securities”, taking account of people’s basic, material needs and the skills needed in a new economy.
2. 
The traditional tool used in social security is the mutualisation of certain risks or contingencies which are regarded as “legitimate” and which, when they occur, trigger the payment of benefits in compensation or replacement. Through the collective definition of periods of “decommodification” throughout individual life and career paths, the use of this tool means that two resources that will remain vital in the knowledge-based economy can be redistributed on a wide scale: money and time (Vielle, 2001). Such a tool could be extended to cover many new contingencies such as family leave (as is already happening in some countries) or lifelong learning. 

The functional equivalents method (Vielle, 2001) enables us to see that certain functions covered here by traditional social security tools (family benefits up to age 25, for instance) are replaced elsewhere by other forms of public benefits (student grants between the ages of 18 and 25, tax reductions, or cheaper access to higher education, for example). It is then easier to understand that social protection could use other tools such as services of general interest or taxation as a better way of adapting to changes in society. 

In this respect we all too often (and this is one of the shortcomings of the Commission Communication) fail to highlight the importance and the advantages of having good-quality, accessible services of general interest. Increasing attempts to individualise social benefits (drawing rights, universal benefits, etc.) in response to the diversification of lifestyles are coming up against a growing number of increasingly heterogeneous situations and pathways as a result of individual aspirations and also, above all, individual needs  (Vielle, 2001; Walthéry and Vielle, 2004). In a whole range of areas (health, education, transport, information and communication technologies, housing) it might appear that the development or consolidation of accessible, good-quality services of general interest could usefully replace the payment of individual benefits. This is undoubtedly one of the keys to the success of the “Scandinavian model”, and it is all too often ignored in analyses, which tend to confine themselves to weighing up labour law and social security in the narrow sense.

As with mutualisation, the development of services of general interest depends on a policy in which time and space are regulated and structured collectively, which is paradoxically fundamental in a flexible society. Having predictable, homogeneous working hours for welfare services, schools, other public services, transport timetables, etc. helps employers and workers to organise labour market flexibility and is essential for households which have to reconcile work and family life. However, there are other instruments which are contributing to this reorganisation of social, family and working time and space. There are time organisation policies in cities (Bologna and Paris, for instance, where a number of actors with different interests are able to negotiate the opening times of private and public services), and there is family law (which may propose, as is the case in Belgium, that the reference standard is for separated parents to rotate childcare between them). 

The solidarity tools chosen (for instance, the preference given to the mutualisation of risks in some cases, and to services of general interest in others) always reflect a social compromise on the respective responsibilities of the State, employers, workers and citizens in general. When it comes to flexicurity, societies in Europe are being invited to negotiate widely on the subjects, tools and objectives of solidarity. They must negotiate about what should be covered by a framework of broad and homogeneous collective protection that meets both the basic needs of all individuals, but also the economic challenges Europe faces. Within this framework the most appropriate tools must be identified (mutualisation, services of general interest, policies for regulating time and space) for meeting heterogeneous individual needs.

4. the actors and fora involved in defining security

All the key actors in any policy must be closely involved in its development (uploading) if they are also to support its implementation (downloading). This is particularly true where, as with flexicurity, it involves making fundamental changes to the concepts involved in the social compromise between flexibility and security, and also to the institutions affected by these changes. For the ambitious approach to “security” described earlier, involving the negotiation of a new social pact, the effective involvement of all the key actors in defining flexicurity policies appears to be an essential prerequisite if they are to be implemented successfully.

The traditional discussion partners – governments and social partners – naturally still have a legitimate role in negotiating issues to do with employment (and therefore the “flexibility” element of flexicurity) or social security in the narrow sense. Having powerful representative trade unions at the negotiating table is a guarantee that flexicurity policies will be implemented effectively. However, with a concept of security that is extended to include fields other than social security in the narrow sense, and is intended to support individuals in their paths both at work and outside it, these traditional discussion partners can no longer be regarded as having a monopoly on formulating and implementing policies. 

Thus, if we include services of general interest, time organisation policies in cities, etc. in the concept of “security”, there are other actors with expertise here who should be consulted to ensure that the flexicurity framework developed is as realistic as possible, and that its implementation does not come up against strong resistance from civil society or even Europe’s citizens. The negotiations should be extended to other ministries than social affairs and employment, and civil society representatives should also have their say.

This then raises fundamental questions about whether the traditional tools of social regulation - legislation, collective agreements, social dialogue – should continue to be the only ones used. These are still entirely relevant for labour law, but if we want to encourage flexible life and career paths and guarantee flexible transitions, new forms of negotiation and contractualisation must be tested and developed, involving all the actors likely to contribute to security at the various different levels (from the European level to the local level). If the “soft” regulatory instruments devised after Lisbon have failed to involve each of these actors in developing a knowledge-based economy, it is perhaps because those same actors have had little or no involvement in developing the instruments (uploading). Closely involving the traditional actors and new actors in the development of soft law would certainly be an avenue worth exploring.

It follows that at least some of the responses to the challenges of providing security for Europe’s citizens should and can no longer all be negotiated in the fora usual in traditional social law: sector, branch, company (but see Sciarra, 2007). These fora should be fully involved in the process, but for many proposals, given the range of different actors concerned, it is the geographical area, at different levels (from European to local), that emerges as the best way to approach the formulation and implementation of security (Gazier, 2007). The traditional social discussion partners must therefore organise themselves so that they can negotiate in this new context.

The questions that arise for Europe in this connection are as follows: if flexicurity is to be integrated into all the areas required, who should be invited to negotiate the new social pact? What procedures need to be put in place to give each actor at the most appropriate level a real say in the discussions (what some researchers call “capability for voice”) (Bonvin, 2005)? What form should the new social regulation instruments take? All these questions must be answered if flexicurity is to be taken seriously.

In conclusion: Options for renegotiating european flexicurity
Once the actors have been identified, the other key factor in making a flexicurity policy successful is choosing the appropriate level of government at which it should be defined and implemented. Where should the general framework be negotiated, and, more importantly, in what degree of detail? 

If it is to respond to Europe’s challenges as identified since Lisbon, the conceptual framework of flexicurity absolutely has to be negotiated at European level itself. This matrix, in the primary sense of the word, must take the fundamental elements of a new pact between flexibility and security and construct a flexicurity “grammar” (concepts, indicators, etc.) that will allow all the actors to rethink their strategies in a different language. To that end the relationship between “flexibility” and “security” as reciprocal prerequisites must be reaffirmed with greater balance and conviction, and it must be made absolutely clear for whom the “security” policies are intended. The fields covered by “security” must be extended and clearly identified, so that this meta-framework can be applied, including at the European level, to fields as diverse as health and consumer protection, transport and energy, education, the information society and the media, etc. The matrix could then set out procedural (actors, methods, fora and forms of negotiation) and technical (instruments) approaches for implementing flexicurity at national, regional and local levels. 

Can the EU confine itself to merely setting out a conceptual framework, however? In view of the challenges involved, both economic (“a knowledge-based economy”, “a competitive Europe”), social (“a European social model”) and demographic, it is surprising that the Commission Communication puts forward such weak proposals, even though the Commission has launched so many projects and discussions on “social” security, in the broadest sense of the word, for Europe’s citizens. However, there are many good reasons for having more integrated measures (1) and greater harmonisation (2), without going beyond the EU’s current field of competences. Some challenges that are common to all the Member States call for a common response to security at EU level. Perhaps the time has come to think about introducing European security tools (3).

(1) If Europe’s citizens are to be persuaded that there really is an ambitious policy on security, it is urgently necessary to bring together, technically and institutionally, under the heading of flexicurity a series of closely linked and interdependent issues, starting with social protection (OMCs), quality of employment (EESs) – EESs and OMCs should be better linked and coordinated, in any case (Vandamme, 2007) – services of general interest, gender equality (roadmap) and combating discrimination, to name but a few. Bringing them together in this way will make it possible to objectivise and compare the “basket of securities” which each Member State offers its citizens, and thus the investment (particularly financial) it is making for their security. This integrated approach would also make it easier to identify and curb international competition between solidarity tools. The Member States already face major problems with competition between systems – access to education or healthcare, for instance – which are sometimes serious enough to threaten whole areas of social policy, but the EU is unable to come up with coherent responses because there is no centralised management of tools linked to those same policies in Europe. If new basic elements such as services of general interest were included in a conceptual security framework, it would become clearer that competition between systems is by no means, or is no longer, based solely on criteria like compulsory deductions (even if we add tax and social security charges), and new responses could be formulated. 

(
2) Competition between social systems – and the growing risk that this competition presents for the national systems – is certainly enough of an argument for Europe to start work immediately on harmonising protection for its citizens’ career/life paths, though the same could be said if we merely wanted to ensure economic and social effectiveness. Some areas and instruments of security are currently over-determined by a sterile, dialectic approach at European level (for or against privatising public services? funding  for the welfare state?), because there is no clear vision of a unifying and motivating social project. If the EU reminded everyone of the role that these issues play in creating a competitive knowledge-based economy, it would promote their development and scope. It is up to the EU to propose a common definition of a minimum “basket of securities” to which every European citizen should have access in order to protect their career/life paths. This “minimum basket of securities” would have to be compulsory, otherwise there would be no progress in achieving the flexibility expected of Europe’s workers. The adoption of an ambitious directive on services of general interest would therefore appear to be a vital element in a genuine policy on security. We could, however, also point out that Directive
·  96/34/EC on parental leave (Council of the European Union, 1996) – the first directive requiring a framework agreement between the European social partners – needs to be transformed into a proper directive on reconciling work and family life (European Commission, 2007c
· ), or that Directive 79/7 on equal treatment in matters of social security (Council of the European Communities, 1979) needs to be adapted to take account of the fundamental principle of gender equality set out in the Amsterdam Treaty and challenges such as the individualisation of social rights (see the European Commission roadmap, 2006), and the need for both men and women to reconcile work and family life (
).
(3) Lastly, we mentioned the tools that might be used to put in place an integrated policy on security. These are principally the mutualisation of certain contingencies, the consolidation and development of services of general interest, and various tools for organising people’s time. It is now time to think in very practical terms about Europeanising some of these tools in order to respond to common challenges facing the Member States. For example, lifelong learning could be mutualised at European level to enable workers to adapt more effectively. Plans of this type make sense both because their introduction at European level will make them more effective, particularly in financial terms, and because of the fundamental symbolism of establishing European social solidarity. Direct EU action appears particularly appropriate and necessary here given that the needs in question are already addressed by a number of basic European instruments, in particular the European Social Fund. Under the current programmes this Fund organises the allocation/redistribution of funding around priorities that are very similar to those described above. Similarly, the Commission has for a number of years been developing original and ambitious initiatives for coordinating all its policies (economic, employment, industrial, competition, commercial, innovation, education, structural, etc.), and these initiatives have played a part in anticipating change and restructuring. The new Globalisation Adjustment Fund has been added to this group of instruments as a mark of solidarity between globalisation’s winners and losers, to support people through the often difficult experience of processes of change and restructuring. These instruments should be included in the general framework for creating new securities, and they should be better targeted and coordinated in the long term (see, along the same lines, Gazier, 2007). 

However ambitious they may appear, these proposals are not unrealistic. Europe already has powers in the areas in question, and reorganising them around a European harmonisation project for flexicurity would enable considerable progress to be made. But the question is still whether, in the debate on flexicurity, the aim is “to restrict ourselves to dealing with the deadlock in adapting the labour market” or to seize the opportunity to redesign a proper European social model (see Vandamme, 2007). It is certainly vital for Europe to have a project on security if workers are to be genuinely mobile and adaptable, and also if Europe’s citizens and workers are to support the idea of more flexible labour law. More generally, however, the lack of a broad, clear vision of security at European level is undermining the search for new compromises involving a redistribution of responsibilities between the State, businesses, workers and civil society. 

These common-sense proposals call for an in-depth discussion at European level on how public policies should be financed and evaluated: the need to balance the budget and reduce costs (in a context where taxation is becoming a less acceptable option) has all too often meant that the focus has been on a short-term approach to revenue and cost accounting. Against this background it is difficult to establish the idea of long-term investment, which brings the risk of unbalancing budgets in the short term. This way of looking at the whole question of financing for public measures presents a serious obstacle to an integrated approach to flexicurity that can promote an ambitious version of active security. It is this debate, in our view, on which all economic and social actors should be concentrating today.
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�	See in particular Articles 681-682 and 686 on the ATTAC Bruxelles website (http://www.bxl.attac.be/spip/).


�	On similar lines see the work of the EUROCAP (http://www.idhe.ens-cachan.fr/Eurocap/) and CAPRIGHT (http://www.idhe.ens-cachan.fr/Eurocap/capright.html) networks (Robert Salais) on A. Sen’s concept of “capability”.


�	See in particular Articles 681-682 and 686 on the ATTAC Bruxelles website (http://www.bxl.attac.be/spip/).
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�	EUROCAP scientific report “Social dialogue, employment and territories. Towards a European Politics of Capabilities (EUROCAP)”, Final report, October 2006, page 5.  


�	Note that the directive does not require the principle of equal treatment to be observed for parental leave benefits!


� RECWOWE is a Network of Excellence (NoE) under the 6th European Framework Programme (FP6), covering 23 European centres of excellence specialising in research on the labour market and/or social protection, and focusing on “Reconciling Work and Welfare in Europe” 


 (� HYPERLINK "http://recwowe.vitamib.com/" ��http://recwowe.vitamib.com/�). CAPRIGHT is an integrated project (IP) under the 6th European Framework Programme. Entitled “Resources, Rights and Capabilities: In Search of Social Foundations for Europe” it covers 24 research laboratories specialising in analysis of the labour market and public policies (http://www.capright.eu/). 
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