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Dear Klaus, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

It is a great pleasure for me to welcome you to the OECD Conference Centre to this 

Joint IZA/OECD Employment Seminar.  The topic of the seminar is “Job Creation in Hard 

Times: Learning from the Past and New Policy Directions”.  

I am sure that you will agree with me that this is a very apt title for our seminar given 

current weak labour market conditions in many OECD countries and very gloomy short-

term prospects characterised by very weak growth, or even a mild new recession in 

some countries, and thus little hope for a significant rebound in job creation over the 

coming two years.  The latest OECD short-term projections will be released towards the 

end of this month, and they will certainly show a more dismal picture than we expected 

six months ago for employment and unemployment prospects.  

Indeed, the current picture is bad enough.  Unemployment remains stubbornly high 

in many countries and long-term unemployment has risen -- in the case of the United 

States to record postwar levels in excess of 30%. As in previous recessions, youth and 

the low-skilled have been hit particularly hard.  There are also serious concerns that the 

long-term trend towards rising inequality in most OECD countries prior to the Great 

Recession may be exacerbated by the growth in long-term unemployment and fiscal 

pressures leading to cuts in social spending. 

But a striking feature of the Great Recession and subsequent weak recovery has 

been the large diversity in terms of labour market performance. Some countries, 

including Australia, Japan, Korea, Norway, the Netherlands and Switzerland have 

managed to contain the increases in unemployment during the crisis to the 3½ - 5% 

range, and Germany actually reduced unemployment from the pre-crisis level. Others, 

including Greece, Ireland, Portugal and Spain, have reached double-digit unemployment 

rates, and the US unemployment rate is still over 9%. The fact that some countries have 

weathered the labour market storm relatively well while others have not is an interesting 

stylised fact, and our discussions over the next two days provide an opportunity to review 

together the reasons behind it.  
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Across the board, however, policy makers are facing a tough test in terms of their 

credibility in delivering better labour market outcomes, but they will also need to think 

outside of the box in designing policies to stimulate job creation and better career 

prospects while facing severe fiscal constraints and continuing pressures from 

globalisation of the markets for goods, services, labour and capital. 

This is where the work of IZA and the OECD, as well as labour market researchers 

more generally, is important to help generate richer insights and new empirical evidence 

which can guide these policy choices. For the OECD, regular exchanges with the 

research community are important for us to test our evidence-based approach to policy 

advice and I would like to thank our partner the IZA, and Klaus Zimmermann and Werner 

Eichorst in particular, for their willingness to cooperate with us on this joint venture.  

But this seminar is also being held to celebrate the 50th anniversary of the OECD.  

This is entirely fitting since the OECD has been actively contributing to the labour market 

policy debate since its birth.  Hopefully, the seminar will serve as a useful sounding 

board to take stock of what we have learned more recently about the way the labour 

market functions and the implications for employment and training policies. We should of 

course also take stock of both the policy mistakes as well as the policy successes.  The 

OECD’s views on labour market policies are not written in tablets of stone:  as the 

evidence and economic theory evolves, so do our views – the best recent illustration of 

this is the contrast between the first OECD Jobs Study released in 1994 and the 

Reassessed version which was released in 2006. 

Clearly, a further review of the Strategy may be required soon to see how our vision 

and advice has fared during the recent crisis and subsequent recovery, and I’m sure this 

seminar will provide much useful food for thought in this respect.  I should add that I 

attended the L20 Summit of trade union leaders yesterday in Cannes and they are eager 

to see what lessons the OECD and the ILO will draw about employment policies from the 

unfolding jobs crisis and how these can be given greater priority by the G20 Leaders. 

Going forward, I also hope the seminar will generate useful ideas about the key 

issues and policy challenges where further research and policy development is required. 



Let me end by wishing you a very stimulating and productive seminar. This is the 

second IZA and OECD joint employment seminar and we hope that, with your active 

participation and contribution to the discussion of the important issues we will be 

covering today and tomorrow, it will be just another step in a long-lasting and fruitful 

cooperation. 

 

 


