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Learning for employment – the view and role of trade unions
We live in a time, when a speed of change is increasing. We can see this in technology, in business, in media, in politics and also many times and in many ways in our personal lives. 

In a time of rapid changes organisations and individuals need the ability to identify and mobilise competencies that are needed. This applies to the private companies and also to the public organisations. At the same time individuals need to keep up their competencies with changing demands.

An employer must see that competences and skills of staff are relevant to business idea of enterprise. An employee needs competences and qualifications that can be transferred to another work place in case she or he want or needs to change job. Finally the interest of the government is to ensure that the national education and training systems produce and reproduce work force with competencies that are useful in years to come. 

So education and training - or should I be trendy and talk about Life Long or Life Wide Learning - is crucial to a individual, to a company and to a national or European economics. The Life Long Learning or training is necessary to make the competencies meet with upcoming new demands.

In trade unions we want to have better jobs and more jobs in Europe. The member states of the European Union have set a target of raising an average employment rate from 61 % to 70 %. The special focus is in an employment of women. The other special focus is in an employment of people aged 55 to 64 years. This target is very ambitious and difficult to achieve, but trade unions support this goal.

A precondition to the improvement of employment is competitiveness of the European economy. To be competitive we must be skilled. And to be skilled we must be trained. It sounds simple, but I want to remind you that in the EU there are 75 million people without a qualification above a compulsory schooling. This is almost 40 % of the population aged 25 to 64 years. The figures from the candidate countries are not known, but there is no reason to assume that the situation would be better in those countries.

In Europe there are countries were young people still don’t complete or even attend secondary level education. When they lack a vocational training, they will lack capabilities to learn how to learn. They also lack possibility to learn how to develop their own work. This is the reason why we have a serious lack of formal qualifications at the European labour markets. This lack will be an obstacle to the birth of better jobs I mentioned. Consequently this lack will be an obstacle to competitiveness of Europe.

If we are to achieve the employment goals I mentioned and to overcome the difficulties I described, we must concentrate on the development of skills and competences needed at European work places. 

From the point of view of trade unions the European level goals in the development of training and education are clear:

Unions call for objective, progressive and national goals to diminish the enormous numbers of employed and unemployed workers without minimum educational qualifications in every member state. In Finland and many other more developed – if I may say – European country big problem is also adults without vocational qualification as I have already mentioned.

Unions want to have national targets to reduce the number of people leaving school without a basic education qualification. In Finland we are also concerned about drop out in a secondary level of education. One out of six young persons does not complete matriculation or initial vocational qualification in Finland.

Unions are after instruments for genuine recognition and validation of prior learning and informal competences that is learning outside education system. This is important to validate competences of adults in the work life.

Finally unions want to ensure that an access to qualified education and training, at universities and colleges, responds to the demands of both young people and adults seeking further training. Education and training systems are for the needs of peoples not only for the needs of the business life or the industry. 

So from the trade unions point of view there should emphasis in the both ends of the work life. There is a genuine need of actions and development resources to initial vocational training and a need of actions to continuous vocational training. We need to stress development of education and training systems in all European countries. We also have to look up vocational higher education e.g. polytechnics or “fachhochschulen”. Even in a country like Finland with high level of knowledge and good results from tests like PISA there is lot of work to be done. 

These development needs recognised at an European level are the reasons why the trade union movement supports increasing European co-operation in the field of vocational training and in the field of higher education. We hope that an European cooperation will get the member states to compete each other in the development of skills.

The development of training means better skills and competences for those who complete their training. The development leads to better access to initial and continuous vocational training. In Europe we need updating or renewal of curriculum’s and investments to the modern facilities of learning. Many times it is a question of money, but many times also a question of a will and a motivation.

Skills and competences must be understood as factors of production just like machines or raw material. Training of personnel is as vital as the maintenance of the machinery in a work place. 

It is not only technology intensive industries but also more and more ordinary jobs that need better abilities to work with the knowledge and to make use of the new information technology. The concept of the knowledge in my speech is not limited to the higher technology. In Finland the biggest knowledge-based professions are teachers and nurses.

I have talked from the point of view of the work places, but education and training is not only for the work. Education and training is also for the life. 

At the European level we talk about active citizenship, which can be promoted through education and training. To be able to live and work in a modern society, ordinary people have a right for knowledge and information. People also need capability to evaluate and judge this information. 

For this they need proper tools and skills to use these tools. A general education for the young people and the adults too is vital in fight against the ignorance. The General education provides basic skills that are needed in an everyday life. In Europe we live in the information society but here is still illiteracy. According to a study by CEDEFOP under half of the Europeans consider the use of a computer or an Internet as an important skills in their lives. There is a long way to go, if we are to make the information society also available for the citizens.

In Finland we have a long tradition of a liberal adult education. Trade unions and other non-governmental organisations have an important role in providing adult education. 

The role of the trade unions in training

The role of the social partners in a vocational training varies in different countries. I want shortly to present two examples. In Portugal the social partners, employers and trade union central organizations, act as VET providers. They provide training in their own institutions that have a public funding. In this case the role of the social partners is very strong and practical. 

On the other hand in a country like Finland the municipal or the state authorities provide almost all education and training leading to a formal qualification. Here a training leading to a qualification is a public good. 

In Finland the trade unions are involved in a planning and a management of the vocational training. Our task is to develop policy frameworks together with the government representatives and other stakeholders. In Finland the social partners are represented in branch-specific education committees set by ministry of education. These committees should look on all levels of education on their branch. 

A Finnish competence-based qualification system in a vocational training is based on a tripartite cooperation. The Qualification Committees have the tripartite representation from the work life. The task of these committees is to arrange competence tests that lead to a formal qualification. 

Many vocational institutions and polytechnics have an advisory or a consultative committee, which helps institutions staff in the development of the training. The social partners from a local level are represented in these committees. The role of the social partners is to build bridges from the training institutions to the work and business life and vice versa. 

Some trade unions are also seeking a new kind of role. Their traditional role has been the watch interest of the members concerning wages and other conditions of work. The questions concerning skills and competencies are becoming more important in the work life. At the same time we have hundreds of thousands of peoples in work life without a formal qualification. Some trade unions have started to motivate their members to participate in training that leads to a qualification. This is a practical way for a trade union to work with this issue. 

Finally I want to stress that from the trade unions point of view the most important ways of influencing development of skills are a collective bargaining, a co-operation with an administration and a lobbying of the politicians.

In Finland the central organizations for employees and employers are involved in a preparation of a new legislation and other policy outlines concerning education and training. We have reasonable opinions to say and the government and the parliament usually hear us.

In the Finnish incomes policy agreement for years 2003 - 2004 there are many articles on life long learning. The employers and the employees agreed on issues relating to development of knowledge and competence. We agreed e.g. on the development of the new ways of training for adults, on the development of competence-based exams and on the maintenance and development of skills at a work place, which means that the central organisations recommended to their affiliated unions that a personnel training would be a part of a planned development of whole personnel at a work place.
The social partners at the European level have agreed on a framework of actions for the lifelong development of the competencies and the qualifications. Our national incomes policy agreement is in line with the European framework. 

According to the European framework social partners believe that the employers, the employees and the public authorities have all their responsibility in a promotion and an implementation of skills development. This is a task of shared responsibility. 

Responsibility of the state and other public authorities is to foster learning opportunities in the work life. This can be e.g. funding, legislation or subsidies. Employer’s responsibility is to develop competencies of its staff. This means that employers must invest money on training. Finally each employee must make her or his own competencies development crucial for his working life. If the nature of training is personnel training employer must pay expenses. 

For the workingwoman or man and also for employers – I hope - the most important is to ensure that every adult European has basic skills and up to date vocational competence and skills. Secondly we need to ensure that every adult European has a possibility to update or renew her or his skills and competencies.

I believe that the questions of life long learning and development of skills at the work are now at a better stake than ever. Finland is a good example of how training matters have been taken care of in the work life. This does not mean that we have solved our problems or that we don’t have needs of further actions. On the contrary there are many problems to solve if we want to improve our competitiveness and if we want that people will to stay longer time at work and not to retire before they turn 60. 

According to study by French research institute CEREQ small companies (10-15 employees) are less involved in a personnel training than bigger companies throughout out the European Union. Naturally there is some variation from one country to another. The gap between small and bigger companies is especially wide in countries where participation in personnel training is lower.

One problem in the work life is that the training concentrates to those who already have the best qualifications and skills. The more trained you are, the more employers are willing to invest on your skills development. In Finland 70 % of senior clerical workers attend personnel training, but rate of salaried employees is only 50 % and rate of workers some 30 %.

At the same time we should promote the inclusion of older workers, low-income earners, early school leavers and those with low levels of qualifications. Women are also a special group because in many countries an education level of adult women is lower than of adult men. These are groups that are more vulnerable in changes at a labor market. 

Our confederation STTK made a survey among our members in spring 2003. We found out that 54 % of Finnish salaried employees had attended occupational training organized by employer in year 2002. Average time in training was 5,7 days. But 46 % of respondents did not attend training. I want to remind you that our members are salaried employees, which means that they are experts in the work life.

The main reason for not attending training was a lack of appropriate training. Other reasons were a lack of money or a lack of time. 

These figures are quite near the average in the Finnish work life but from the international point of view these are high rates. 

We also found out that half of salaried employees had participated voluntary vocational training during last five years. This means that people understand the need of skills development. They are willing to use their own money and own time to train themselves.

The majority of our members answered that participation in personnel training does not affect work assignments, responsibilities or salary. But on the other hand 75 % of respondents claimed that the participation in the training has helped them to manage in their work tasks. The personnel training also enable development of own work 

The trend seems to be that you have to train yourself constantly to keep your job. The problem comes when fixed-term employees become more usual. An employer is not interested in development of a fixed-term or temporary staff.

Dear colleagues

I have tried to describe the watch interest of trade unions and the role of the trade unions in the development of skills and competencies and in the development of training. The task is wide so there is a need for practical co-operation between employees, employers and authorities. Besides this social dialogue there is a genuine need for interaction between an academic research and a watch interest of the work life. 
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