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Johan Bortier, “Improving 
the potential for self-
employment in Europe”

I’ll try to give an answer on the questions ‘self  employment 
in Europe – what can we do? How can Europe help?’ That 
is very important, especially in times of  crisis, as we are in 
today. Are we doing well in the European Union? No, I 
think we are not. 
In a recent survey carried out on both sides of  the Atlantic 
in 2007, the question was asked ‘what are the obstacles for 
new entrepreneurs?’ Everywhere, or at least in the European 
Union and the United States, the most important obstacle 
to self-employment is the lack of  finance, money. 
Only as a second factor were administrative 
impediments of  all kinds cited. 
And then there was the risk of  failure. For almost 50% 
of  Europeans, this is a very important barrier - more than 
double the number of  Americans who felt the same. This 
brings us to the issue of  the very weak social security of  
entrepreneurs, especially when compared to the generous 
social security arrangement available to employees. This is 
the big difference with the US.
1) Credit for the self-employed 
It’s a very interesting period to say things about that. Our first 
idea is banks are very important for entrepreneurs. Let’s hope 
that they will stay very important for new entrepreneurs. We 
also have to think about how to create alternatives to banks. 
In Belgium we have two interesting examples. 
We have what is called a participation fund which is an 
autonomous government body, which makes loans to 
unemployed people who want to start a firm. Interest rates 
are very interesting and there are other advantages. Perhaps 
it will surprise you to learn that if  there is an involuntary 
end to the business, for instance because of  bankruptcy 
due to customers, then its possible that the person who 

took out the loan to be released from repaying the debt. It 
is working very well. 
The second example is the win-win loan. This is not a 
Belgian invention but is inspired by a scheme introduced 
by our friends in the Netherlands. This is a loan which is 
given by “family, friends and fools” for people who want 
to start up a new firm. There are several advantages. The 
first advantage for the new entrepreneur is that he does 
not have to go to the bank. Of  course he can also go 
to the bank and can combine two loans, but it is not 
really necessary anymore. There is a tax advantage for 
those “family friends or fools” granting the loan: every 
year, there is an annual fiscal advantage and in case of  
bankruptcy there is a further advantage amounting to 
30% of  the loan and interest still to paid back. 
Talking about money, banks will be necessary. That’s normal. 
We have to develop guarantee schemes in the member 
states - more than we have at the moment. Some member 
states have good guarantee schemes, but other member 
States have not. That is a very important issue as well. 
Finally, what can Europe do?  Several things. There is the 
European Investment Bank. The EIB grants loans to 
SMEs, global loans. We wonder if  these instruments are 
efficient. We would hope that the European Investment 
Bank would be able to develop other instruments as 
it announced at the end of  2008: loans in parallel to the 
banks and the creation of  a pan European micro credit 
fund. They were announced at the end of   last year and we 
need to accelerate implementation. On the other hand the 
European Investment Fund is doing a very good job and it 
should be interesting to use the fund to reinforce the bank 
guarantee system in countries where it is fragile. 

2) Social protection for the self-employed
One of the reasons that self  employment is much more 
attractive in the States than here in Europe is because generally 
speaking the difference between the two systems is not as 
huge as in a lot of European countries. When reducing the 
difference between the, you can make evolve in one of two 
directions: a better social security system for self  employed 
people; or a reduced social security system for employed 
people. Either way, you have to provide equal minimal rights 
and allowances for self  employed people. We in Belgium 
have been working for a long time on this point for basic 
rights like minimum pension, pension and health insurance. 
After many years, we are almost reaching the goal. In a lot of  
European countries there is still a long road to go. 
Bearing in mind the figures that were mentioned in the 
beginning - that there is a big fear of bankruptcy, loss of  
income, loss of social security - we think that the issue of a 
kind of unemployment insurance is an interesting issue and 
one possible method to bring the social security system of  
the self-employed people closer to the one of employees. 
For the time being in Belgium we have made a very small 
beginning in establishing unemployment insurance for the 
self-employed. We are proposing now to improve it further. 

Johan Bortier, Director, UNIZO Study Department, Brussels
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Branislav Stanicek, “Hard times 
for those under 30”

On e 
shou ld 
n o t 

forget the fate 
of  European 
young people 
in the crisis. 
Even before the 
financial crisis, 
young people 
were engaging in 
family life very 
late. It means 
that the age when 
we observe the 
establishment of  

a stable couple is 
now their late 20s 

- delayed from 23-24 years old we saw as recently as the 
1980s. Furthermore the entry into professional life is 
delayed to their late 20s or early 30s. As there is a positive 
correlation between the entry in a “stable” professional 
life and the decision to establish a family, we may be 
heading for further delays in the setting-up of  families. 
The implication among other things is that the fertility 
rate in EU as well as in other developed countries is 
already very low and may even go lower.

Last December, the US National Bureau of  Economic 
Research published a study called “Will the Storks 
Return to Europe and Japan?” This paper stressed that 
low labour market participation of  women and low 
fertility rate in developed countries require not only 
infrastructures such as kindergartens but also changes 
of  social perceptions (“working mothers”, men on 
“parental leave”) and increase in the status of  women. 
An improvement in their status may eventually reverse 
fertility trends in Europe and developed countries. In 
particular, men in all high-income countries appear to 
be taking on a larger share of  household duties, which 
could lead to a large positive increase in fertility rate. 
Indeed, the issue of  young women labour markets 
participation remains central. 

1) Access to the job market is the new generation’s 
priority n°1

What we need is to have a better overall participation 
of  women in labour markets and not only a better 

sharing of  responsibilities between men and women 
which I call an ‘active gender balance’. And yet we 
know that, for the time being, women and young 
people are the most fragile population groups of  the 
European labour markets. 

As it was already raised by other speakers and studies, 
such as the Kairos Future-Fondapol Survey on 
Youth released in January 2008, there is a positive 
correlation between the anxiety of  young people and 
inflexibility of  labour markets. In the countries with 
low labour market flexibility (France, Italy), young 
people face the future with more anxiety then in 
those countries with higher labour market flexibility 
(USA, Scandinavian countries), where young people 
are more optimistic.  

What is also very interesting is that many studies 
based on data collected over the last 40-30 years has 
stressed the positive correlation between the evolution 
of  unemployment between seniors and young people. 
It means macroeconomic “shocks”, rather than social 
security programs, affect employment at all ages and 
in the same direction. But today we may be witnessing 
a change.

Analyzing the data released at the end of  2008 by the 
US Bureau of  Labor Statistics, we suggest that the 
long term correlation between the employment of  
youth and older persons was disrupted by the financial 
and economic crisis. According to the US Bureau of  
Labor Statistics, the age population over 55 actually 
gained jobs in the last months of  2008. On the other 
hand, young people under 20 have been the most 
affected age group by the layoffs. We don’t believe 
that these figures represent a “scissors effect” based 
on the “lump of  labour” theory, but we would rather 
suggest, that compared to prime age persons or young 
people, experienced seniors keep great comparative 
advantage, and can easily integrate into labour markets 
even during a time of  massive layoffs.

We believe that without appropriate policies, the 
financial and economic crisis could deepen the new 
“age fracture” that, together with social, gender or racial 
cleavages, has a direct impact on the social integration 
and wealth of  our societies. Recent unrests in Greece, 
Italy, France, as well as in some emerging countries like 
Russia and Turkey, requires further long term policies 
both at the national as well as at the EU level that would 
tackle the vulnerable age group of  young people.

2) Competing ages

For the first time in 40-30 years we now have a negative 
correlation between the evolution of  employment of  
the young generation and the seniors. This is one of  

Branislav Stanicek, Administrator RELEX, 
Committee of  the Regions



29

the biggest disruptions created by the financial crisis. 
We have never before observed such a huge 20% gap 
in employment rates between the age groups of  the 
young and old.  

In 2008, young people between the ages of  16-19 have 
lost a lot of  jobs in the US, but seniors, especially the 
generation about 55 but even 74 and up, have actually 
gained jobs. What could be the interpretation of  these 
data? There are two hypotheses. 

The first one is that we see a huge impact of  the economic 
downturn on the young people. Young people are hit 
most by the current financial crisis and they lost jobs, 
especially part-time jobs, in large numbers. 

But also we see that seniors, because they lost their 
savings and assets, are pushed to return to the job 
market, a situation that did not occur before at such a 
scale. That move is a massive one. And on the market, 
they are competitive.

In other words, the difference between the employment 
of  youth and older persons suggests that the young 
people are the most vulnerable age group in the current 
crisis. Following the 2007 recession, the increase of  
the US seniors’ participation in the labour market was 
determined by the deflation of  the retirement schemes 
and savings; and it could indicate a huge negative 
impact on seniors’ personal finances and their fragile 
social situation. But the increase of  jobs by 925,000 in 
September, October, and November 2008 compared 
with the same period of  2007 in the age group of  55 
and older suggests that experienced seniors keep their 
comparative advantages and can easily integrate flexible 
labour markets even during a time of  massive layoffs.

With the long-term trend of  low fertility rate, delayed 
entry of  young people into the labour market, and 
increased life expectancy, the working-age population 
in the developed countries, and particularly in Europe, 
will decline sharply, both in absolute and proportional 
terms. The policy 
solution would 
be to support the 
labour marker 
participation of  
both seniors and 
young people. 
Our findings 
based on recent 
US data should be 
further developed 
and compared 
with other EU 
and international 

surveys. However, our preliminary conclusions could 
lead to a more cautious approach to the intuitive policies 
that would support, in the context of  current financial 
crisis, the labour market participation of  seniors.

The labour market participation of  seniors is 
influenced more by individual micro-decisions (level 
of  savings, retirement benefits) and macroeconomic 
cycles (evolution of  financial markets, valuation of  
assets), than by social and retirement policies. On 
the other hand, young people have not sufficient 
comparative advantage (professional experience, skills, 
social networks) to compete and take over jobs from 
seniors. Furthermore, their employment is negatively 
affected by higher charges (retirement schemes 
and contributions supported by employers). In the 
economic slowdowns, seniors are relatively cheap; 
they combine experience, greater mobility, low or 
inexistent training costs, and no retirement payments. 
We believe that public policies that would support 
labour market participation of  youth should address 
and rebalance in particular this comparative weakness 
of  young workers.

Finally, there is a kind of  dogma that the young 
people do not like to engage in politics or in public 
activities. My hypothesis is that the massive creation 
of  parallel “hang out spaces”, or the so-called “new 
public spaces” in the internet like My Space or Facebook 
manifest that the entry fees to “real life” are huge, 
and that the gatekeepers - which are the political 
elites, media, trade unions, companies - should be a 
little bit more open and help young people to make 
a transformation from their own virtual “hang out 
spaces” into the real public spaces. Engaging the next 
generation has partially to go through the internet 
but should also be accompanied by greater sharing 
of  responsibility in real life, and the transfer of  social 
values and political know-how. 
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Jacques Barrot, “Time for a 
Social Agenda”

“The European elections will happen this time at the high 
point of  a social crisis. In May-June, we will be at a peak 
as far as unemployment is concerned. Therefore, we’re going 
to suffer greatly socially. We need to be able to react to the 
expectations that will be created by such a situation. It is a 
very important problem. 

Europe remains, and I have the cohesion funds in mind, a 
Europe with a substantial commitment to solidarity. This is 
an important acquis. 

I would then say that of  course we need to go further in a more 
social Europe. I’ll give you my ideas regarding this matter. 

Thirdly, I would like to repeat that whilst facing globalization, 
Europe is the only means, the only lever, to make globalization 
human and we need to insist on this fact. 

1) Solidarity in Europe is not a myth. 

Thanks to our different funds, including the very 
important cohesion funds, European social fund, 
agricultural fund for rural development, we have truly 

supported the poorest regions. Ireland in 1988 had 
60% of  the EU average income per inhabitant. Now 
Ireland has an average income per inhabitant of  120% 
of  the average. 

We gave Spain the equivalent of  2.2 of  its GDP for 
years and Spain used it in an appropriate way. In 
the current crisis, a severe crisis in Spain of  course, 
infrastructures by European investment remain in place 
and will support Spanish tourism. 

At present the new member states have 52%, more than half, 
of  the 308 billion euros of  cohesion money. Therefore here 
again we have a Europe of  solidarity. 

With the Lisbon treaty, the cohesion policy is going to 
become a ‘co-decided’ policy. Of  course the financial envelope 
and the breakdown between member states will be decided 
unanimously because the importance of  this financial 
envelope or cohesion will be decided in the case of  financial 
perspectives. On the way the money will be used in key 
areas - in transport, research, environment - the European 
Parliament will have the possibility of  forwarding is views 
and priorities. This is going to be an important means to 
refine, improve and complete the details of  cohesion policy. 
But of  course the basic principles of  cohesion policy will 
not be changed.

As a reminder also, I’d like to remind 
you of  the importance of  the European 
social fund. This amounts to some 75 
billion euros between 2007 and 2013. 
Of  course this European social fund is 
rather complex. Why? Because there is 
a delegation in each member state that 
uses the European Social Fund based 
on its own rules. It is true that it renders 
sometimes complex the fact of  perceiving 
what belongs to Europe and what belongs 
to the member states. We have directed a 
good part of  the social fund to fight against 
exclusion. We’re talking about insertion, 
about inclusion workshops. And also 
we addressed the need of  the long term 
unemployed. Many very important 
projects have been carried out. Solidarity 
is an acquis. In a time of  crisis it is a very 
important cohesion element. 

Jacques Barrot, Vice-President of  the European Commission
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2) Towards a more social Europe.

How can we build for the European citizens a more social 
Europe? A social minimum has been discussed. We can’t 
harmonize directly there. But we can imagine minimums in 
the transport sector. Because I was in the transport sector, I 
managed to revise the working conditions of  truck drivers. 
It was important to create minimums so that they could also 
spend time with their families at least once a fortnight. I also 
limited driving hours. I defended this policy for reasons of  
road safety. I also included working hours minimums. I did 
the same thing for the sailors. The dossier progressed and 
now we have an agreement between the employers and the 
employees. We need to progress towards this harmonization 
slowly but surely. I must admit it is not an easy task. 

We need to be very ambitious for Europe and also we 
need to reach a genuine European labour market that 
does not yet exist. We need to move towards improved 
interconnections of  European labour markets. There is 
strong resistance. The trade unions are afraid that these 
interconnections of  labour markets will jeopardize the 
wage conditions. In their thinking, the interconnection 
with the new member states will lead to a decrease of  
wages and to an increase in working hours. I do not 
think these concerns are justified. It is increasingly 
important that we need to interconnect labour markets.  

Only 2% of  European citizens today live and work in 
a member state other than their country of  origin. Here 
I believe there are possible answers to be sought. Of  
course this common working space needs to be set up. 
We need to build it. We need initial information. We 
need to take into account the different social schemes and 
also retirement schemes. How can we progress in this 
labour market? We need to recognize certificates and 
diplomas. It is important that there be recognition of  
diplomas and certificates. States consider diplomas as 
elements of  national sovereignty. Mutual recognition is 
an opportunity for the professional inclusion of  students. 
There are students that complain that despite the fact 
that they spent their Erasmus six months in another 
member state, they are not able to take full advantage 
of  it in their CV and in their university programme 
also. We clearly need to find an answer here. Much more 
generous answer than what we have today. 

Also we’ll need to Europeanize job vacancies. The job day 
in Brussels was very successful. I just don’t understand why 
the employment agencies do not suggest systematically trans-
border jobs, trans-border vacancies. We need once again an 
interconnection of  all the managers of  the labour markets 
in Europe. 

But of  course, when you talk about European labour 
markets, it means that we need to get closer together 
as far as unemployment allowances are concerned. We 
need to get closer as far as pensions and retirement 
scheme are concerned. And in this field we have in 
fact made progress. If  you take an employee, we 
have succeeded in maintaining his allowances but 
we have not yet managed to make them transferable 
from one system to another. But we need to move on, 
to go further, to progress. Quite honestly, I believe 
that flexi-security will only be reached if  we have 
indeed a truly European approach in this area. We 
must bear in mind that the crisis will be over one 
day and when it is over, we will need to be able 
to tackle unemployment and so we will need this 
interconnected approach. 

Presently we need to support people who are losing 
their jobs. We have a new tool, a new instrument, 
the European adjustment fund to globalization. This 
adjustment fund has been increased from 500 million 
Euros to one billion euros. But this instrument is not as 
operational as it should be. 

As to the answers, we need to find more people. We 
have a major concern: life long learning as part of  
the European Commission’s integrated policies on 
training 

As you can see, I emphasised employment. Slightly less 
perhaps on the purchasing power inequalities, but what 
Europe really needs is to be able to mobilize all its 
human energy. That, in summary, is what I have to 
say regarding a social Europe. 

The EPP-ED must not forget that it stands for a social 
market. It means that people have must have access to 
this social market so that they can have a valued and 
rewarding role based in their skills and effort.”
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