An interesting debate took place on 5 October 2006, in the context of the 14th Congress of Eurochambres. A debate on the theme of “Training and Apprenticeship” gathered Cedefop’s Director Aviana Bulgarelli, Mr Yannis Lagos of Junior Chambers International, Prof George Tsiotras, Secretary General of the region of Central Macedonia and Mr Jean-Paul Vermes President of the Chamber of Commerce of Paris. The debate was coordinated by Mr Abbruzini, Secretary General of Eurochambres.
Mr Vermes stated that education and apprenticeship is single most important issue that will play a fundamental role for our future, as well as the future of our children and our children’s children. We should not even think of the Lisbon goals unless these are accompanied by a commensurate effort in training for a global context. The actions in this field of the Chambers of Commerce, as instruments of the business world, are an indicator of the very real importance that industry places on training to which some 1/3 of the resources of international chambers of commerce (CCIs) are dedicated. Looking towards a Europe of entrepreneurship, he proposed action along seven lines: Enterprise centres, virtual schools for managers, talent spotting, observatories for monitoring employment, an “Erasmus” programme for apprentices, second-chance schools and a system for students to “meet the enterprises”.
Mr Lagos, challenged actions that are top down if they are not based on an appropriate culture and environment for entrepreneurship. Taking the present Congress as a living example, he lamented the absence of young entrepreneurs, as well as the absence of mentions in the press of the present debate. This viewpoint he defended not as an organisational issue but as one characteristic of the apathy of modern society towards entrepreneurship - an apathy he considers as a bad sign reflected in our educational system, in the demand for training and against which we need action. Such action pivots on education and can only be implemented through good leadership and immediate action.

Ms Bulgarelli instilled a note of optimism, giving an account of the actions current at the European level. Admitting that it is a slow process, she also pointed at the essential nature of training and apprenticeship if the Lisbon goals are to be achieved, stating that it does not only generate growth but the growth it generates is far more persistent than growth generated by subsidies. Based on the objectives for 2010 in the field of training she gave clear examples of action and their impact both at the financial front – for example through the European Social Funds or the Integrated Life Long Learning Programme – and the non-financial one such as Europass or the European Qualifications Framework. The latter two, respond to a large extent to the need to grasp the advantages of mobility and remove barriers to a genuine single European space for people. This removal of barriers is not achieved by imposing through incursion into the national systems of qualifications that are the prerogative of the Member States, but by giving employers and employees across Europe the ability to understand and compare the abilities that different people acquire through different countries training systems. 
The last speaker, Mr Tsiotras, focused on the relative role of university and non-university organisations in providing the skills the economy needs and concluded that we need both. Universities have a responsibility to provide not just technical knowledge but also what one might call “soft skills” such as creative thinking. The role of Government is to ensure minimum standards for trainers as well as that the infrastructures for training are available. He ended up stating that universities and business must talk more, that chambers are a good interlocutor and governments should facilitate the dialogue.

Several interesting questions were put to the panel. Some examples:
A remark was made that looking at different speakers’ portfolios of training efforts, there does not seem to be a balanced coverage of all areas. Why is that?

Mr Vermes explained that the courses the Chambers organise do not attempt to cover the universe of possible skills but those skills where there is a shortage detected. Ms Bulgarelli expanded on this stating that matching skill needs with the supply of training is a difficult but essential job. A current project at Cedefop is addressing the issue but it must also be realised that such matching needs a multi-stakeholder approach. It is not something that can be left to government alone or something that private enterprise, on whose knowledge of needs such matching has to be based, can plan ahead for.
This was closely related to a series of other questions that drew attention to the issue of, on the one hand, an apparent optimism of the speakers (“the numbers are doing well but reality suffers”), and on the other the time constraints that SMEs labour under and therefore the inability of training to always provide answers. The first part of the question called for generous support in the form of subsidies, whereas the last question implied that, given the time constraint and the inability to respond within such constrains, demand decreases and therefore is easier to satisfy, leaving underlying problems unsolved.
Mr Lagos commented on both questions appealing to an enterprise culture for the solution of both problems. Mr Tsiotras gave the practical side to the same argument of enterprise culture, stating that in the field of training, as in many other fields linked to enterprise, some businesses lead while government follows: In his experience, he received the best “common sense” training, within business training environments and that “common sense” training is what catalyses excellence in performance – “this is why we talk about business excellence and not government excellence”.
Ms Bulgarelli responded by stating the basis of the practice and the logic behind the argument: The trend is away from subsidies – an entrepreneurial spirit based on subsidies would not be entrepreneurial. In the specific case of training, where the return on investment is not only greater than that of subsidies but also more permanent, the trend is towards a more complete and appropriate knowledge infrastructure that can take forms such as incubators or the relationship between business and universities. In the US the link between business and academia is very dynamic and it could be claimed that much of its success in innovation and entrepreneurship is due to this link. As far as government is concerned, the important thing is its commitment especially at the level of providing infrastructure and training the trainers. Government and policy makers have also a very important role to play in recognising the outcomes of training so that a traineeship does not only result in a recognition of a degree but also of the skills/competences acquired.

The chairman, Mr Abbruzini summed up and the session was completed.

Ms Bulgarelli’s complete speech.

We all know the Lisbon objectives and in order to achieve them, hard work is needed across different fronts most of them related to knowledge in one way or another. Everybody recognises also that the single most important element are people and their education and training plays a central role. This was recognised officially in Copenhagen in 2002 by the European Ministers of education who have set priorities in this specific field of education and training. We are all, including Cedefop, working hard towards these priorities.
The strategic objectives that have been set up in Copenhagen, known as the “2010 Objectives” are:

· To improve the quality and effectiveness of education and training (E&T) systems in the EU,


· To reduce barriers to educaction and training, ensuring on the one hand that E&T is accessible to all and, in parallel to that, allowing the combination of work-experience and formal training to be recognised.


· To strengthen the links between E&T, working life and society in general.
Specific objectives have also been set up to achieve the strategic ones, such as Lifelong Learning, Guidance, mobility, quality assurance, recognition, transparency, training teachers and trainers etc. The particular follow-up of these objectives in the field of vocational education and training (VET) is also known as the “Copenhagen-Maastricht Process”.

The field of E&T remains a competence of the member states, and therefore national policies, but the Ministers have agreed to pursue the above objectives through a system of enhanced cooperation that includes exchange of best practices but agreement on reference frames that allow comparisons and effective action across the Union.
The above is not theoretical. Specific benchmarks have been set up, many of which have very specific quantifiable objectives:

· Improve reading literacy to proficiency level.

· Reduce share of early school-leavers (18-17 yo): The target is no more than 10% when the current EU average is 14.9%.


· Increase the number of young people with at least upper secondary education: The target is at least 85% when the current EU average is 77.3%.


· Increase the number of graduates in Mathematics, Science and Technology, and ensure better gender balance.

· Raise adult participation in lifelong-learning: The target is at least 12.5% when the current EU average is 10.8%.

Some of these targets appear to be very close to the current average, might therefore appear not ambitious enough. However, it must be realised that the current average results from very uneven figures across the Union. An example is adult participation in lifelong-learning, where those countries who are way above the average are not likely to raise the average much further. The result has to be expected from countries where the participation is extremely low and has to be brought up to reasonable and effective levels.
The open method of coordination is the main instrument for achieving these targets and this includes both an exchange of good practices and the publication of indicators that show progress in each country individually.

The actual tools to be used to move forward vary greatly. Some are financial, some aim at setting up an environment that could enhance mobility, while yet some others provide almost “physical” tools such as Europass.

Let us look at some of them.

ESF – The European Social Fund
This is a key financial instrument, supporting the European Employment Strategy. It addresses both initial and continuing training aimed at improving people’s skills and employability. For the 2007-2013 period new simplified rules apply. There is a more effective response to 21st century challenges, while a much stronger role is foreseen for enterprises and the social partners. The fact that VET issues are best addressed through a multi-stakeholder approach is now also expressed through the Social Fund.

ILLLP – The Integrated Lifelong Learning Programme 2007-2013.

This is yet another financial instrument whose objective is to foster interaction, cooperation and mobility between education and training systems, operators and learners within the Union. The proposed budget is €13.62 billion. There are ambitious targets:
· 150000 apprenticeship placements in EU enterprises per year

· Mobility of 25000 adult learners per year.

The general proposed approach is the integration of four well-known programmes (Comenius, Erasmus, Leonardo da Vinci and Grundtvig), as well as additional measures including short term exchange programmes such as study-visits.
Europass
This is an initiative to promote transparency of skills and mobility. It consists of five instruments:

· The CV and the Language passoports – to present skills and qualifications in a logical way understood in the same way by all.

· The Europass Mobility to record and validate skills and experience acquired abroad

· The Certificate and Diploma supplements to describe skills acquired during education and training.
The Europass internet portal, maintained by Cedefop, is available in 22 languages and has already welcomed over 3.5 million visitors since February 2005. Half a millino CVs were filled on-line.
Europass provides a framework which is open to sectoral initiatives and is complementary to them.

EQF – The European Qualifications Framework

This is an outcome of the “Education and Training 2010” workprogramme to foster mobility and transparency and is a common grid to describe qualifications.

It provides 8 reference levels defined through learning outcomes (knowledge, skills, competences). Existing and new qualifications may onto these reference levels giving a generally accepted understanding of what each national qualification achieves. It is important to note, that qualifications are compared according to the learning outcomes (what the holder of the qualification can do), and not exclusively according to input factors such as duration of the course, location of education and training etc. This is indirectly a way to open up to alternative learning pathways, such as experience gained at work.

EQF is a reference tool for member states, employers and individuals to compare qualifications across the EU’s education and training systems and has had strong support from both governments and the social partners.

In conclusion,  VET is a fundamental answer to many issues, from the question of ageing to the question of the speed of technological change. many actions are possible and many actions are also essential. Substance is very important not just the form.

Many “actors” are essential for the success of the actions needed: from schools and companies to the social partners and from local authorities and central governments to the European Institutions. The multi-stakeholder approach is here to stay.

Basic competence lies with the member states, not the EU. Europe lays the ground for reinforced cooperation and an open method of coordination.

Financial instruments, important though they are, are not sufficient for success: If we are to achieve free movement of people, leading to higher levels of employment across Europe, we also need instruments that will make such mobility possible and release its benefits for the overall good.
