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Authorities, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

It is a great honour for me to open this important international conference and, in my capacity as 
the Italian Vice-Chair of the OECD LEED Programme Directing Committee, to tell you that I am 
particularly glad to welcome all of you to the Scuola Grande di S. Giovanni Evangelista Hall in this 
marvellous city of Venice.  

This Hall, as is the whole building, is a remarkable mix of fundamental styles and civilisations – 
Gothic, Renaissance and Baroque – reminding us that times and guiding ideas can change and that 
when decisions have to be taken we should always look at concrete situations with a sense of 
detachment and far-sightedness.  

I would like to extend my welcome on behalf of all the bodies which co-operated in the 
organisation of this conference:  the LEED Programme Directing Committee and the OECD as a 
whole – particularly the ELSA Committee. 

Obviously, I also wish to extend a warm welcome on behalf of my country, the Italian Labour 
Ministry and the Senate, which – through the permanent Labour Commission – supported us in the 
organisation of this high-level event, designed to promote an opportunity for reflection and exchange 
of views among many OECD member or non-member countries.  

My welcome is also extended on behalf of Italian specialised agencies – namely, Italia Lavoro 
and ISFOL – who contributed their professional skills and also backed the conference with their 
financial resources.  

Last but not least, I would like to extend my welcome on behalf of the Veneto Region and the 
Venice Municipality, which have strived for the positive outcome of this initiative. 

We must not forget to express our greetings to all media representatives who are here to follow 
the conference and keep the public informed about it. While welcoming you on behalf of all these 
organisations, I also wish to formulate my heartfelt thanks for the commitment shown in almost two 
years of preparatory work to all those who have co-operated in the organisation of this event.  

I hope that our proceedings will run smoothly since I am certain that everybody has endeavoured 
to reach this goal.  
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Even though Italy is now experiencing a phase of democratic change in Parliament and 
Government (after the early elections held a few days ago) we deemed it appropriate two months ago 
to reaffirm vigorously our willingness to organise this conference.  Incidentally, this phase is also 
affecting me and I am now changing my assignment as Head of the Private Office of the Speaker of 
the Senate to return to my previous job as Director-General of the National Economy and Labour 
Council (CNEL).  

In fact, the issues we are going to tackle do not concern a particular government or a specific 
political coalition. These issues concern our countries as a whole, since we are all called upon to 
confront effectively the challenges of a fast-changing world and ever fiercer competition, which is 
steadily undermining social cohesion.  

First and foremost, the Western world’s economy is floundering in a difficult situation: a serious 
financial crisis against which all organisations operating in this field hope that decisions will be taken 
by politicians to foster greater regulation and supervision. Major countries, such as the United 
Kingdom, the United States and France, have already had to depart from long-standing traditions and 
practices to call upon their governments to rescue important private banks from bankruptcy and 
protect hundreds of thousands of small savers.  We could also add the problems of oil prices and the 
euro/dollar exchange rate but, due to time constraints, this is not the right venue to delve into these 
issues. 

A different situation is experienced in Asian countries, where growth is still very dynamic, or in 
Latin American countries, where greater economic stability is enabling them to develop significantly. 
Even Africa – in spite of its enormous problems – is on the move.  

A large number of non-Western countries, however, have started to cope with the issues of 
political democracy, as well as social and economic democracy, though never losing sight of their 
specific history and strategies.  This is also the case with respect to globalisation and I think that it is 
positive for all countries’ citizens to be able to know what is happening in other parts of the world and 
to require that economic expansion be matched with social and political development.  

The current difficult phase we are experiencing is marked by all these problems and phenomena. 
I only wish to touch upon them at the beginning so that – while exchanging our ideas and seeking the 
best solutions for each and every country – we can always bear in mind the starting point and the need 
to work in close co-operation to implement policies to foster development. 

Some years ago a famous economist wrote a well-known essay to focus on the ethical imperative 
of growth.  Today I wish to insist on this imperative – certainly not as an alternative strategy to State 
policies and measures for social rebalancing – but as a prerequisite better to meet the expectations of 
hundreds of millions of young people who need to be trained and be integrated into the labour market, 
as well as the expectations of hundreds of millions of workers who wish to work longer as they grow 
older.  Hence, more economic growth matched by more social and cultural growth. 

This conference could run the risk of being a mere academic or scientific exercise if - while 
exchanging our views and examining our experiences and problems – we do not talk frankly and 
concretely. I am certain we will do so and therefore our work will be useful to all of us.  

Why has this conference been convened? Why have we felt this need?   

Certainly not for merely technical or academic reasons, as I mentioned before. May I summarize 
the various steps of the long path which has led us here. 
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Ten years ago – again upon the initiative of the OECD and the Italian government (particularly 
the Labour Minister, Senator Tiziano Treu) - the first conference on ‘Decentralisation of Labour 
Policies and Employment Services’ was held in Venice. It was attended by 26 countries represented by 
their Ministers, senior officials and authoritative experts. 

That conference took place on April 23-24, 1998; the world had just recovered from the Gulf War 
shock. The world security crisis and the fight against fundamentalism and terrorism did not yet have 
the connotations and the magnitude which they took on as a result of the 9/11 attacks.  

In the 1990s, countries such as the United Kingdom, France, Spain and Italy decided further to 
decentralise labour policies at regional and local level to meet the specific needs of the different local 
areas - considering that, in every country, economic development was taking on ever more local 
development connotations, with features and opportunities varying from one area to the other.  

In the late 1990s and early 21st century, Italy implemented a systematic strategy of measures for 
growth and employment which I can summarise as follows: 

a) a strategy combining economic development and employment growth at local level, with 
new tools such as the so-called ‘patti territoriali’ (area-based partnerships) and the so-called 
‘contratti d’area’ (area-based agreements): a strategy relying on the joint commitment by 
local actors (employers, trade unions, local authorities, banks and local development 
agencies, training organisations);  

b) a second strategy to implement local employment services – which meant turning the old 
employment staff and bureaucratic structures, which managed passively the unemployment 
lists, into new proactive services for implementing what we now call ‘active labour policies’, 
capable of assisting the market in matching labour supply and demand;  

c) a third guideline, which also introduced new legislative measures for labour flexibility and 
the entry of private operators into part of these local employment services.  

It is not up to me to take stock of the strengths and weaknesses of these strategies, which 
characterised the past decade. Other relevant speakers will do so in a specific session.  

I wish to underline, however, that today, in many countries, we are faced with an excessive 
number of precarious jobs, and with delays in integrating young people into the labour market on a 
stable basis, as well as insufficient welfare and workfare measures to balance a market which is too 
unstable and fragmented.  

I think that this situation has been worsened by external factors such as the international 
economic situation, which increases companies’ instability and forces them to compete more fiercely, 
but also by internal factors, such as the difficulties experienced in co-ordinating decentralisation 
policies at national, regional and local levels, and the difficulties in matching education and training 
organisations’ activities and concrete needs in the labour market. 

Over the last 10 years, the OECD – and the LEED Programme in particular – have not followed a 
wait-and-see attitude, pending the outcome of the processes under way. Quite the reverse, they have 
tried to observe, follow and compare, as well as assist the first steps of these new decentralisation 
policies in many countries, thus defining what we today call ‘good practices’ without ever blinding 
themselves to the related difficulties. 

 3



 4

Considering the many meetings and events organised, I wish – in particular – to recall the 
conference organised in Warsaw in March 2003 on ‘Decentralisation and New Forms of Labour 
Policy Governance’ which, for the first time, was attended by many East European countries. The 
debate was particularly demanding, especially on the issues of the search for flexibility policy co-
ordination; decentralisation; social security and public systems’ reliability and accountability, with a 
view to balancing these processes in a framework of economic and employment growth.  

Today the world situation has become ever more complex and uncertain, and every country has 
developed far more advanced experiences to identify the course of action to be taken; this is the reason 
why we have deemed useful and appropriate to meet again for another exchange of views.  

Our goals remain the same: finding ways to promote economic growth; fostering young people’s 
education and professional skills and pursuing quality employment so as to spread the culture of 
employment participation as a form of real social inclusion; face migration challenges and have the 
necessary resources for a more efficient and effective welfare policy. In fact, growth, competition and 
social cohesion are prerequisites to reach positive results.  

Nobody has quick fixes which can apply to all different contexts – hence, we must all seek the 
most valuable solutions for each and every country, through dialogue and exchange of views. I 
personally believe that the OECD can provide a great methodological heritage along these lines, 
thanks to its long-standing tradition of observation, exchange of views and evaluation exercise.  

Your authoritative and representative attendance is the best testimony that we share common 
interests and the tools of dialogue and exchange of experience to serve them. I hope that the coming 
days’ debates will enrich all of us and, once again, I wish you fruitful discussions.  

I would like now to give the floor to Jean-François Rocchi, Chairman of the LEED Directing 
Committee, for his opening address.   
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