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THE BIG PICTURE 

 In about half of OECD countries, subnational governments have some types of 
formal competences for employment policies. However, as jobs and employment 
are priority issues, local governments are often proactive in developing their own 
programmes and policies even when they do not have formal legal competences.  

 Local governments often focus on services for the most disadvantaged, in many 
cases linked to their responsibilities for social benefits. Their ability to provide more 
holistic support and work across multiple policy areas makes them well-positioned 
to serve these populations. 

 A local approach to employment policies can lead to better tailoring to local labour 
conditions, enhanced coordination across policy areas at the level of strategy 
development and service delivery, as well as greater space for policy innovation 
and experimentation.  However, these benefits are not automatic. For example, 
even in decentralised systems, strict national policy frameworks and a lack of 
coordination/fragmentation can undermine these potential benefits.  

 

 
As a result of COVID-19, governments at all levels are facing increasing pressures to address 
unemployment and ensure that local workers are well prepared for other accelerated labour 
market transitions, such as automation and digitalisation. This requires efforts to better 
connect jobseekers and employers; to reskill and upskill workers in declining sectors; and to 
provide wrap around services to the most disadvantaged job seekers.  

Across the OECD, local authorities have very different tools and powers at their disposal to 
address these challenges. In some countries, such as Denmark, local authorities are directly 
responsible for implementing active labour market policies, while in others, these 
responsibilities lie with regional and local branches of national governments or agencies. 
Responsibilities for skills policies tend to be even more diffuse, with various ministries and 
levels of governments playing different roles. At the local level, this can create a complex 
landscape for individuals and firms to navigate, and make it difficult to link up programmes to 
further more strategic local development strategies.   

This webinar considered how local authorities are supporting employment in different national 
and institutional contexts, with a focus on countries where formal competences lie with other 
levels of governments.  
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KEY MESSAGES FROM THE DISCUSSION 
 

Moderator: Karen Maguire, Head, Local 
Employment, Skills and Social Innovation Division / 
LEED Programme, OECD Centre for 
Entrepreneurship, SMEs, Regions and Cities 

 

Scene setting: Anna Rubin, Manager of the Local 
Development Forum, OECD Centre for 
Entrepreneurship, SMEs, Regions and Cities 

 

Panellists and speakers:  

o Stephen Overell, Principal Strategy, 
Skill and Employment, Greater 
Manchester Combined Authority, UK 

o Juan Carlos Hernández Navas, Director for City Projects, Fuenlabrada, Spain  

o Tiziano Barone, Director, Veneto Lavoro, Italy 

o Tor Hatlevoll, Labour Market Economist, Swedish Association of Local 
Authorities and Regions, Sweden 

o Paolo Reboani, Head, Planning and Coordination of European and National 
Funds, Umbria Region 

Jobs and employment are priority issues, motivating local governments to be 
proactive even when they do not have formal legal competences   

 
New OECD research shows that in about half of OECD countries, subnational governments 
have some type of formal competences for delivering active labour market policies.  
However, even when they do not have these formal competences, many are active in other 
ways: 

 Proactively developing their own programmes and policies to fill gaps in services 
provided by other levels of government; 

 Helping to provide wraparound support to job seekers through one-stop centres or 
joint case management; and/or 

 Sitting on advisory or management boards that steer the direction of labour market 
policies 

 
The experience of the panellists, who all came from countries where local governments have 
few formal competences for employment policies, reinforced this message. Fuenlabrada 
(Spain) puts a high priority on employment and skills, as evidenced by the fact that they have 
30 staff working on these issues despite most formal competences resting at the regional 
level. Greater Manchester (UK) works on these questions from a variety of angles. It has 
devolved responsibilities for one aspect of skills policies, the Adult Education Budget, 
administers some parts of national programmes such as the Work and Health programme, 
and also takes independent action, for example through its Good Employment Charter.  
 

Local governments often focus on employment and skills supports for the 
most disadvantaged  

 
Often, local governments take on responsibilities for working with the most disadvantaged 
jobseekers.  For example, Fuenlabrada (Spain) focuses on employment programmes for the 
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most vulnerable, including young people, women, migrants and the long-term unemployed. It 
dedicates a significant amount of funds from own municipality budget but also leverages other 
sources (e.g. national or European funds).  
 
In many cases, this is linked to local responsibilities for social benefits. Sweden is relatively 
decentralised in many policy areas, while active labour market policies remain a national 
responsibility. However, Swedish municipalities remain highly engaged in this area. This 
engagement dates back to the recession in the 1990s, when there was a large influx of 
unemployed people onto social benefits, which are part of municipal competences. As a result, 
municipalities are proactive in providing employment supports for these people, which tend to 
be those facing the largest barriers to employment.  Municipalities are well positioned to 
provide more holistic support which brings together different policy areas, for example related 
to school-to-work transitions for young people. Likewise in the Veneto region in Italy, regions 
manage public employment services while municipalities are responsible for social policies 
and interventions. There is growing cooperation between social and employment services at 
each level through agreements between regions and municipalities. The integration of 
employment and social databases allows them to monitor developments in both areas and 
keep track of the pathways of jobseekers entering the system.  
 

Tailoring, coordination and innovation are the name of the local game  

 
Better tailoring to local conditions, coordinating across policy portfolios and local stakeholders, 
and enhanced space for innovation and experimentation are some of the key strengths of a 
more localised approach to employment policies.  
 
In terms of tailoring, it was stressed that a national, uniform approach to employment policies 
is not effective, and that particularly in countries such as Italy, where competences are shared 
across levels of government, a combined and coordinated approach is needed.  In the Veneto 
region, the labour market is changing rapidly – between 2008 and 2021, 90 000 jobs were 
destroyed and 150 000 were created. The transition from an industrial / manufacturing 
economy to a service-driven economy, as well as the polarisation of job profiles between high- 
and low-skills calls for tailored approaches.  
 
In Fuenlabrada, the lack of formal competences makes them be more innovative, as they 
have to fill the gaps between more mainstream programmes provided at other levels of 
government. They also put a strong focus on coordination with social economy organisations, 
NGOs and the private sector. Likewise in Sweden, municipalities work closely local employers 
to get people into internships, apprenticeships, subsidised employment, and in-work training. 
Manchester is likewise leveraging its abilities to convene employers, for example through its 
Good Employment Charter, which seeks to address the problem of poor quality work by 
securing employer agreement to set of principles around good employment.  
 
However, these benefits are not automatic.  As the experience of Manchester shows, having 
devolved powers is not synonymous with local flexibility, as national regulations can set strict 
limits on how funding is spent, e.g. as an entitlement programme, much the Adult Education 
budget is heavily regulated by national laws with little room for local discretion. Other speakers 
raised the risk of fragmentation and lack of coordination when policies are managed at 
different levels of government was also raised, which can leave a bad taste in the mouths of 
both individuals and firms.  
 


