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Dear Director of Cedefop, 
Ladies and Gentlemen, 

I would first of all like to thank Ms Bulgarelli and the whole Cedefop team for inviting me to open this Agora on the topic of learning for older workers.

For me it is both an honour and a pleasure to be with you today.

The topic of this Agora is at the interface of two issues.

· The Lifelong learning ( LLL) issue on the one hand: 

in the light of accelerating scientific and technological progress, lifelong learning is indispensable for all workers, regardless of their level of employment or initial qualifications, if they are to adapt to technological change.

· The radical demographic changes, on the other hand:
which our continent has to face in the coming ten years. We face the situation of an ageing working population which needs to continue working to ensure economic growth.
The OECD raised this issue in the 1990’s when it coined the concept of « active aging »
At the European Union level it was the Stockholm summit of 2001 which marked the birth of a European strategy for the employment of older workers.
- The European Council meeting in Stockholm in 2001 agreed that half the European population aged between 55 and 64 should be in employment by 2010. 

- The European Council in Barcelona in 2002 concluded « there is a need to increase by five years the retirement age of people in the European Union».

But keeping workers in active employment can only be done effectively when they receive training until the end of their professional careers.
Awareness is growing slowly
For more than twenty years the employment guidelines of the European Union have focused on the employment of young people.
However, parallel to this, another radical trend has emerged which is of concern: the continuing lowering of the employment rate of older workers.

Older workers? The phrase is abusive in nature as in the majority of case it refers to individuals aged 55 or even 50........
So there arose, little by little, in particular in the countries of Western Europe, a situation where "only one generation works at the same time" according to the formula of employment researchers.

The reasons for this are as follows: 
-   early retirement policies;
· economic reasons: increase in wage costs at the end of one’s career;

· sociological reasons: on the one hand, the idea that older workers become "obsolete" and economically inefficient vis-à-vis the acceleration of technological progress in modern economies, and on the other, the idea that the dynamism of an economy is inversely proportional to the age of its working population.

Social and economic realities are based on those ideas that are generally accepted and embedded in the minds of the public. 
One important factor is evident. The countries of the EU will be confronted in the coming 50 years with radical demographic changes that will entail:

 
-  an overall reduction in the population;

 
-  substantial ageing, lowering the
           average age of the working population;

- a doubling of the rate of dependence
   (active/non active) which should reach
   50% in 2050. 

The economic consequences of this situation are obvious:
-  putting pension systems at risk and the emergence of a new form of poverty with poor pensioners;
- a weakening of our growth potential and even a risk of economic decline.
Insufficient progress
The Communication of March 2004 entitled "Increase the employment rate of ageing workers and delay their departure from the labour market” states that: 

"Progress has been made in accomplishing the Stockholm and Barcelona objectives but from a global perspective it is insufficient and unevenly distributed throughout the Union".
Employment for those aged 55-64 is 68% in Sweden and 22.8% in Slovakia.

The Commission asks the Member States to take radical action.
	Documented progress between 2001 and 2002 (EU 25)

	· Employment rate: rising from 37.5% to 38.7% (Stockholm objective 50%) 

· Departure from the labour market: rising from 60 to 60.4 years (Barcelona objective 65.4 years) 


In accordance with the European employment strategy and the main trends of economic policy, the Member States must work out and implement overall strategies of active ageing which take into account the key factors safeguarding the employment of older workers.
This means:
- financial incentives to discourage early retirement and make work more financially attractive;

 - good working conditions favourable to maintaining employment, in particular in relation to health and work safety;

 - flexible forms of work (including part-time and career breaks) and good care services;

 - access to lifelong learning (training and education) strategies throughout life and active and efficient labour market policies.
With regard to the European Union, it should support Member State and social partners’ activities through:

· The open method of coordination 
· The Equal initiative
· Increased aid through the Grundtvig programme for the education of adults 

· The European Social Fund
Not all the measures recommended by the European Union, have the same effectiveness and the same social consequences.
It is "easier" to set up “negative” financial incentives: the fall in financial support for unemployment is a strong incentive to remain in employment, but it is not socially acceptable.

Putting in place effective training activities for workers aged 45 years and above requires political good-will, appropriate means and a special methodology. (One does not train a 50 year old individual like one trains a job-seeker of 17 years of age).

It is a question of positive actions to preserve and develop the competences of older workers and enable them to finish their professional career in a good employment situation, which is positive both morally and financially. Both are essential for a feeling of well-being at work. It is regrettable that this measure is long overdue for implementation: this is a major challenge for the future.
Access to lifelong learning
Only lifelong learning will make it possible for future older workers to have the competences necessary to adapt to changes in the labour market and follow their professional career to the end in an optimal way.

The task is challenging and we have a long way to go. 
Older workers receive less training than those in other age brackets.

Although almost half of the older workers work in companies providing training, less than 15 % of them take part in training activities.

Only 7% of the less qualified older workers receive training compared to more than one quarter of highly qualified older workers.

It is essential to reverse this tendency because the productivity potential of older workers is not lessened as a result of their age but due to their obsolete qualifications. 
ADVOCATING LIFELONG LEARNING FOR OLDER WORKERS

1° Overcoming the critical 50 years threshold 

Participation in training decreases considerably for workers over the age of 45 years and is practically non-existent for those over 50 years. This is the rationale used by both employers and employees that an investment in training increases in value according to the number of one’s remaining years in employment. The employers are thus less inclined to finance training for employees reaching the end of active employment.
The employees themselves are less open to training especially if this does not lead to career advancement.
2° Making efforts on behalf of the less qualified employees

Lifelong learning policies introduced to improve competences for the least qualified (and thus a measure of social justice) mainly benefit the most qualified rather than less qualified employees. As a result continuing training increases inequalities instead of reducing them: 60% of white collar workers receive training compared with 20% of blue collar workers. 

According to a study carried out in France by CEREQ, after the age of 55, white collar workers still receive training whereas training virtually disappears for blue collar workers after the age of 40. Two factors can be mentioned in this context:
- the company prefers to invest in training for white collar workers and middle management;
- one’s initial training level influences the desire for further training (the more one is trained, the more one wants to be trained. The more one knows, the more one wants to learn).
3° Building on people’s acquired experience
To take up the challenge of training, ageing workers presupposes that in-service training personnel in companies change their teaching methods and come up with innovative forms of training programmes.
The reports and studies, as yet too few, underline the difficulties in training ageing workers.

The essential fact is that after the age of 40, the less qualified are not very open to formal training, whereas when their experience is recognised, older workers can become very productive.
The analysis of their existing knowledge and professional competences is the key to further training for older workers. 

From this point of view, the steps taken in France, in 2002 giving the right (according to labour legislation) to the valorisation of one’s existing competences, can be a source of inspiration. That requires an effort on the part of companies in defining working posts, drafting job descriptions and identifying the competences required i.e. making objective reference frameworks for employment.

4° Organising human resource management to upgrade continuing training
In reality, the issue of training is closely related to working conditions and to the attainment of economic and social goals.
The feeling of devalorisation, of exclusion from the company, the feeling of "not being part of the game" is the starting point of a vicious circle of de-motivation, providing an unfavourable context for undertaking training.

This implies creating a closer link between training initiatives and human resource management. Maintaining employment beyond the age of 55 calls for internal and external professional mobility from the age of 40. A better articulation between training and career advancement would stimulate the desire for training at all ages.

The role of the social partners

The role of the social partners is essential in pushing for continuous training for employees, and the earlier the better, because one acquires the willingness to train in early life. It is more difficult to develop this later in life.
But, the social dialogue at company level or in sectoral collective bargaining contexts should go beyond this in recognising the value of training.

Indeed, the link between training and promotion should not be abolished.
To conclude I would wish to stress the specific problems of older workers and for those faced with the issue of reintegration into work and professional life.  These include the ‘handicap of age’, often a low level qualification and the obsolescence of one’s experience.

I worked a lot with this type of public undertaking ‘audits of competences’ (Bilan de Compétences).

It is a slow approach requiring patience and endless hours are sometimes needed to help these people to appreciate their assets and competences on which they can build through additional training.

But I would like to testify to the excellent results which this can produce, which gave me my greatest professional satisfaction.

To conclude and before listening to the imminent experts, I would like to say that above and beyond economic considerations, lifelong learning for older workers is an extraordinary social challenge: recognising the place and role of the older population in a society fascinated by youth. 

An encouraging phenomenon was seen in France at the time of the football world cup - the return of ‘pensioners’ to the French team. What can one say about this team of old men.... the oldest in French history. But it proved itself in utilising the richness of the long experience of its players.
I am happy that the French team modestly contributed to changing mentalities and this bodes well for the success of employment policies for older workers.

Thank you for your attention.
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