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The need for skills and lifelong learning 

 
To undertake any job effectively, it is clearly essential to have the appropriate 
skills, and jobs in local and regional government, from social work to highway 
maintenance and from accountancy to waste collection, are no exception. 
 
It is also increasingly being realised that it is no longer sufficient to rely on the 
skills and qualifications acquired at or before the start of a career. Instead 
employees need to be able to update and adapt their skills to changing 
circumstances, including potentially changing employment, through lifelong 
learning and continuing vocational training. This has wide ranging benefits for 
all concerned. It enables employees to do their jobs effectively, but it also 
makes it easier for them to transfer between jobs – aiding restructuring; it 
allows older workers to acquire and develop new skills – aiding retention; and 
it makes jobs more interesting and varied – aiding recruitment. 
 
This necessity has been recognised in a range of European Union policy 
documents. In 2009 the Council of the European Union concluded that, “The 
challenges posed by demographic change and the regular need to update 
and develop skills in line with changing economic and social circumstances 
call for a lifelong approach to learning”. The Council also set a benchmark that 
“By 2020, an average of at least 15 % of adults should participate in lifelong 
learning”1 (as defined in the Eurostat Labour Force Survey – see below).   
 
More recently the Commission document “'An Agenda for New Skills and 
Jobs”2 launched as part of the Europe 2020 Strategy in November 2010, 
identified four key policy priorities as supporting the overall goal of 
“comprehensive lifelong learning”. These were:  

 improving access to lifelong learning;  

 adopting targeted approaches for the more vulnerable workers;  

 enhancing stakeholders’ involvement and social dialogue; and  

 establishing effective incentives and cost sharing arrangements. 
 
The communication also restated the 15% target for participation in lifelong 
learning. 
 

Identifying the skills required in local and regional 
government 

 
Like other parts of the economy, local and regional government faces a range 
of challenges which require the acquisition of new skills and the updating of 
existing ones. These include changes in work organisation, the introduction of 
new technologies, the shift to a low-carbon economy and increasing 

                                                 
1
 Council conclusions on the "Strategic Framework for European cooperation in education and training 

ET (2020)" (doc. 9845/09). 
2
 An Agenda for new skills and jobs: A European contribution towards full employment, European Commission, 2010, 

COM(2010) 682 final 



Labour Research Department 3 

globalisation and liberalisation. There are also more specific concerns such as 
major reductions in funding, with consequent restructuring and job losses and 
the introduction of e-services.3 The question for local and regional 
government is to determine exactly what skills are needed to meet these and 
other challenges. 
 
In many other sectors this question has been answered at national level in 
sector skills councils. In most cases, these include a range of stakeholders 
(typically employers, unions, educational bodies and policy makers); they 
analyse the likely development of employment and skills needs on an ongoing 
basis, and they draw up policy proposals on how these needs might be met. 
However, as a recent study into sector skills councils indicates, there appear 
to be no sector skills councils at national level for local and regional 
government.4 This is in contrast to other sectors. In fashion and textiles, for 
example, a much smaller sector in terms of employment, there are sector 
skills councils in Belgium, the Czech Republic, Denmark, France, Finland, 
Romania and the UK. 
 
One reason for this is likely to be the wide range of services that local and 
regional government provides and the wide range of activities its employees 
undertake. This is illustrated by a recent study in the UK prepared by the 
Local Government Association. It found that occupations within UK local 
government, which has a smaller range of responsibilities than in some other 
member states, were split between 14 separate sector skills councils or 
similar bodies. There were also substantial numbers of administrative and 
corporate services staff (around 17% of the total local government workforce) 
who were not covered by the sector skills council at all. 
 
A second reason may be that many of the skills essential to local government 
are also found elsewhere. In most of the UK sector skills councils the local 
government workforce accounted for only a minority of the employees 
covered and was not therefore their main focus.5 
 
Whatever the reason, the fact that there are no national sector skills councils 
for local and regional government makes it more difficult to develop European 
structures to identify current and future skills needs, as well as finding ways to 
meet them.  In sectors where national sector skills councils exist, the 
European Commission is considering introducing EU sector skills councils. 
These are to be led by the European social partners and will provide an 
opportunity for dialogue and an exchange of information between existing 
national sector skills councils, as well as making recommendations on issues 
such as qualifications and training strategies.  The lack of national sector skills 
councils in local and regional government means that currently it is very 
unlikely that an EU council for the sector will be set up. This makes it more 

                                                 
3
 See Change in public services: Fora for the improvement of expertise in restructuring; Factsheet No. 4: Skills 

development in the context of restructuring in Public Services, CEEP by Anna Kwiatkiewicz, November 2011 
4
 Sector Councils on Employment and Skills at EU level: A study into their feasibility and potential impact, ECORYS 

Nederland BV in cooperation with KBA, 2010 
5
 Local government workforce: mapping the sector skills’ footprints, prepared by Local Government Association 

Analysis and Research on behalf of SkillsPlus UK, April 2009 



Labour Research Department 4 

important that issues of skills and lifelong learning should be examined within 
the existing social dialogue structure. 
  

The extent of social partner involvement  

 
Cooperation between employers and trade unions has played a crucial role in 
the area of skills and training and particularly in the area of lifelong learning.  
 
This is recognised in the Agenda for new skills and jobs communication from 
the European Commission, where “enhancing stakeholders' involvement and 
social dialogue on the implementation of lifelong learning” is seen as a key 
priority. The communication points out that, “social partners' dialogue is 
particularly important on effective cost sharing arrangements, on the provision 
of learning in the work-place, and on the promotion of cooperation between 
public sector organisations and business”. 
 
The extent of dialogue and agreement between unions and employers on 
training and lifelong learning is evident at both European and national level.  
At European level, 76 separate texts have been agreed between the unions 
and employers on training/lifelong learning, including a cross-industry 
framework for action on lifelong learning signed by the employers (CEEP and 
UNICE – now BUSINESSEUROPE) and the unions (ETUC) in 2002.6 This 
framework for action affirmed the “joint responsibility of social partners at all 
levels with regard to competencies development” (competencies are defined 
in the document as knowledge, skills and know-how in a given work situation).  
It drew up four priorities for action: 

 identification and anticipation of competencies and qualifications 
needs; 

 recognition and validation of competencies and qualifications; 

 information, support and guidance; 

 resources. 
 
At national level, a 2009 report published jointly by the EU training body 
CEDEFOP and Eurofound concluded that “Social partners play an important 
role in most countries both in the process of building the CVT [continuing 
vocational training] system and in its implementation … by means of collective 
bargaining or by participating in joint committees and/or the boards of 
institutions designed to govern CVT.”7   
 
This is not just the case in the states which were EU members before 2004. In 
Estonia, which has developed an extensive system of ongoing training, there 
are representatives of the two main trade union confederations EAKL and 
TALO, together with representatives of the employers and the government, on 
the board of the Estonia training and qualifications authority, Kutsekoda. 
 

                                                 
6
 Social dialogue texts database, European Commission, http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=521&langId=en 

7
 Contribution of collective bargaining to continuing vocational training, European Foundation for the Improvement of 

Living and Working Conditions, 2009 
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In some countries, there are collectively agreed provisions on training and 
lifelong learning that cover the whole economy. These can be either 
specifically on training, such as the lifelong learning agreement signed in 
France in January 20098, or part of wider agreements covering a range of 
issues, such as those in Belgium, Greece and, until recently, Romania. 
 
However, as the CEDEFOP/Eurofound report notes, “collective bargaining at 
sectoral and company level plays an important role in promoting CVT.” 
Countries where agreements on training at sectoral level are important 
include Germany and Italy, while in the UK a large number of training 
agreements have been signed at company level to permit the operation of a 
new type of employee representative, Union Learning Representatives.   
 
There is frequently coordination between different bargaining levels. In 
Germany and Denmark, for example, some sectoral agreements provide a 
framework for company level arrangements. In Belgium there is a hierarchy 
which reaches down from the national interprofessional agreement, to 
sectoral agreements and finally to training plans negotiated between unions 
and employers at company level. 
 

Agreements between unions and employers in local and 
regional government 

 
Although there are no European level texts on training/lifelong learning in the 
area of local and regional government, there are a number of examples of 
agreements between employers and unions in individual member states.  
 
In Finland, the agreement signed by the unions and municipal employers in 
August 2008, provides for the use of joint working parties between unions and 
employers on training, whose aim is not just to improve employee 
performance, but also “the quality of working life”. The Finnish agreement also 
refers specifically to the use of mentoring for personal development. 
 
In France, cooperation between employers and unions is guaranteed by the 
presence of equal number of representatives of both sides in the governing 
body of the CNFPT, which is responsible for training in local and regional 
government (see box). 
 
In Germany, the national agreement for public sector workers,9 initially signed 
in September 2005, and subsequently amended, identifies four types of 
training to be supported:  

 the further development of existing competencies for the work being 
undertaken;  

 the obtaining of additional qualifications; 

                                                 
8
 L’accord national interprofessionnel du 7 janvier 2009 sur le développement  de la formation tout au long de la vie 

professionnelle, la professionnalisation et la sécurisation des parcours professionnels 
9
 Tarifvertrag für den öffentlichen Dienst, 13 September 2005, subsequently revised 
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 training to maintain employment – training for new activities and 
retraining; and  

 refresher training after a long period of absence. 
 
The agreement also states that employees have a right to a regular meeting 
with their manager to establish their training needs. These meetings should 
take place once a year unless something else has been agreed. 
 
In the Netherlands, the issue of training for employees in the municipalities 
has been repeatedly dealt with in collective agreement in recent years. Since 
2002 each employee has had an individual personal development plan, which 
sets out the training that he or she should receive. This personal development 
plan should be evaluated every three years. The most recent collective 
agreement in 2012 provides for a sum to be set aside for individually 
determined training (see Box).  
 
In Norway, social partners developed a programme called “Partnership for a 
better municipality”, which focuses on actively involving employees in the 
workplace rather than just providing them with training sessions. The three 
elements which are seen as essential in allowing employees to develop in this 
way are:  self-belief, a degree of autonomy at the workplace and a good 
working environment. The programme also helps promote the setting-up of a 
more permanent and direct dialogue between the supervisor or manager and 
the employee. 
 
In the UK, the revisions to the national agreement for local authority staff, 
agreed in 2005, make it clear that while training “should be designed to meet 
the corporate and service needs of authorities both current and in the future, it 
should also take account of the “individual needs of employees”.  It also states 
that all employees should have access to training and that “the needs of part 
time employees and shift workers need particular consideration”. The full text 
of the national agreement dealing with training is set out in the box. 
 

The current extent of lifelong learning and training in local 
and regional government 

 
However, although these agreements and others at national level show that 
substantial progress on training and lifelong learning has been made in local 
and regional government, the available statistics indicate that there is more to 
do. 
 
Although there are no European-wide figures on the extent of lifelong learning 
and training specifically in local and regional government, Eurostat’s Labour 
Force Survey (LFS) provides information on participation in education and 
training by employees in the three sectors, which cover most of the activities 
undertaken by local and regional government. These are public 
administration, defence and compulsory social security, education and human 
health and social work, although all these sectors include employees outside 
local and regional government. 
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The LFS figures for the whole of the EU show that in public administration 
12.6% of employees aged 25 to 64 were taking part in education and training 
in 2010; in education the figure was 18.2%; and in health and social services 
it was 17.2%. Participation in lifelong learning and training in all these areas 
was higher than in the economy as a whole, where it was 10.4%, although in 
public administration it is the below the 2020 benchmark target of 15%. 
(Participation is defined as having received education or training in the four 
weeks preceding the survey.)10 
  
However, the figures also show the very major differences between countries. 
Participation in lifelong learning and training across the three sectors is 
highest in the three Nordic countries, with the United Kingdom, Slovenia, the 
Netherlands and Estonia also involving a high proportion of employees. A 
further four countries, Luxembourg, Spain, Austria and the Czech Republic 
have levels of participation in all three sectors which are above the 15% 
benchmark agreed as a target for 2020 by the Council in 2009. 
 
However, there are 15 countries, where in public administration at least, 
participation in lifelong learning and training is below the 15% target and 13 
where it is below 10%. Those in the below 10% group include Germany, Italy 
and France, as well as Greece, Hungary, Romania and Bulgaria. 
 
Proportion of employees aged 25 to 64 participating in education and training in the 
previous four weeks: 2010 
(Figures are ranked by participation in education and training in public administration) 
 
Country 
 

Public 
administration 

Education Health and 
social work 

Whole 
economy 

Denmark 40.4 43.5 41.4 34.1 

Finland 33.5 38.8 33.0 26.3 

Estonia 30.1 23.4 21.2 13.2 

Sweden 29.7 35.1 30.6 24.3 

Slovenia 29.2 32.7 26.6 19.5 

United Kingdom 27.9 31.4 33.4 22.3 

Netherlands 23.4 25.1 22.3 19.0 

Luxembourg 16.7 29.3 19.7 14.5 

Spain 16.4 23.2 19.4 11.6 

Austria 16.2 31.5 22.6 14.7 

Czech Republic 15.3 15.0 15.4 9.1 

Cyprus 11.6 22.4 20.5 9.1 

Poland 11.2 11.8 11.4 7.3 

Belgium 9.6 11.4 8.8 7.6 

Germany 9.0 17.2 12.5 7.8 

Latvia 8.5 11.2 11.7 5.4 

Italy 7.7 11.8 13.1 6.2 

                                                 
10

 The Eurostat figures also break down participation by sex and they show that on average in the EU the proportion 
of women participating in lifelong learning and training is higher than the proportion of men in public administration 
(13.3% for women, 12.1% for men), but lower in education (18.1% for women and 18.5% for men) and health and 
social services (16.9% for women 18.2% for men). 
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Portugal 7.0 9.9 6.4 5.5 

Lithuania 6.7 7.1 6.3 4.7 

France 6.4 7.4 6.2 5.4 

Ireland 5.9 9.9 9.2 6.6 

Slovakia 5.1 5.5 6.1 3.1 

Greece 3.9 5.5 6.3 3.6 

Hungary 3.6 3.7 3.6 2.6 

Romania 2.7 2.7 n.a. 1.2 

Bulgaria 1.9 n.a. n.a. 1.0 

Malta n.a. 15.8 n.a. 8.1 

          

European Union (27 
countries) 

12.6 18.2 17.2 10.4 

Source: Eurostat: Participation in education and training by sex, age groups and NACE 
Rev. 2 - % [trng_lfs_08b] Last update 30.01.12 

 

The LFS figures also show that the proportion of those participating in training 
and lifelong learning has fallen since 2008 by 1.3 percentage points on 
average in public administration and by smaller amounts in health and social 
work and education (see table).  
 
 2008 2009 2010 Change 2008 

to 2010 

Public administration 13.9 13.3 12.6 -1.3 

Health and social 
work 

17.8 17.6 17.2 -0.6 

Education 18.6 18.4 18.2 -0.4 

Source: Eurostat: Participation in education and training by sex, age groups and NACE 
Rev. 2 - % [trng_lfs_08b] Last update 30.01.12 

 
This reduction may be a result of the financial crisis, with employers cutting 
back on the training they are providing in order to save money. In public 
administration participation in lifelong learning and training fell between 2008 
and 2010 in most EU states. The exceptions were Belgium, Estonia, Greece, 
Luxembourg, Poland, Slovenia and Sweden.  
 

The way forward 

 
The CEEP report on skills development in the context of restructuring 
identifies some of the new challenges which need to be addressed. These 
are:  

 anticipating future skills;  

 preparing for diversity;  

 preparing for the effective use of ICTs;  

 customer satisfaction orientation; and  

 new jobs. 
 
As already noted, the wide variety of activities undertaken across local and 
regional government makes it difficult to identify specific skills gaps for the 
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whole of the sector and develop policies to fill them. This approach, being 
used in other sectors, such as gas and electricity, is more problematic in the 
case of local and regional government. However, the sector can build on the 
work that has already been done by the social partners at national level, 
which has concentrated on the way training is provided rather than the areas 
in which people are trained. The agreements reached emphasise the need for 
the wishes of individuals to be taken into account in developing training and 
for training to be a subject for joint discussion between the social partners. 
 
It is also the case that, given the lack of national sector skills councils in local 
and regional government, it is very unlikely that an EU skills council for the 
sector will be set up. This makes work through the existing social dialogue 
structure particularly important. Action on training is also important because in 
many countries participation in ongoing education and training in public 
administration is well below the 15% benchmark target set for 2020, and in 
some of the states most affected by cuts in public spending it has fallen 
sharply.  
 
 

Recommendations for Social Partners 
 

1. Drawing up a new European level framework document: existing 
national agreements and arrangements on training in local and 
regional government should be collected and analysed with the aim of 
agreeing a European framework document encouraging best practice. 

 
2. Moving towards the 15% target: unions and local and regional 

government employers in member states should be asked to compare 
their own figures on participation in ongoing education and training 
with those produced by Eurostat. Where they fall short of the 15% 
target the two sides should agree a programme of action that will 
enable them to reach it. 

 

 
 

WORKSHOP CASE STUDIES 
 
France: funding for training restored 
 
Ongoing training for the 1.9 million people working in local and regional 
government in France is provided through the Centre National de la Fonction 
Publique Territoriale (CNFPT). It employs 1,900 people divided between its 
headquarters, 29 regional delegations plus departmental offices and five 
educational institutes. The governing body of the CNFPT is composed of 
equal numbers of local authority and trade union representatives, and there 
are similar structures at regional level. 
 
The CNFPT’s two main aims are to allow every employee working in local 
and regional government to develop their skills and to progress 
professionally, as well as giving local and regional authorities the means of 
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delivering an effective public service. Training is provided to all three 
categories of officials over the whole of their working life. 
 
Every official is provided with five days of initial training, delivered in the year 
that follows their appointment, as well as ongoing training which is 
specifically designed to take account of the needs of the employer. There is 
also additional training for those developing particular skills. 
 
As part of the process, each local and regional authority is under a legal 
obligation to draw up its own overall training plan which should reconcile the 
needs and wishes of individual employees and those of the authority itself.  
 
Training is financed by an employer contribution equivalent to 1% of the total 
wage bill. This compares with 1.6% in the private sector (for companies 
employing 10 or more) and expenditure estimated at 2.9% of the wage bill in 
central government. However, in July 2011the government cut the employer 
contribution by 10% to 0.9% for 2012 and 2013, despite the objections of 
both unions and employers. This led to a series of cuts, particularly in the 
support provided for those on training courses.  
 
Following the change of government in 2012, the issue was raised at a major 
conference on a range of social questions in July and the government 
announced that the 1% contribution would be reinstated from 1 January 
2013. 
 
In addition to the training decided on by the CNFPT and the employer, every 
official in local and regional government has an individual right to 20 hours of 
training a year. This allocation of training time, which can be accumulated for 
up to six years, allows local government employees to make their own 
choices about training and their future careers and it should also be included 
in the local training plan.  
 
 
Netherlands: €500 per head 
 
The agreement for local authorities, signed in April 2012 by the unions 
(AbvaKabo FNV, CNV Publieke Zaak and CMHF) and the employers (VNG), 
includes a new section on funding for individual training, entitled ‘ Workforce 
Development Plans’. 
 
Under it, each of the 175,000 employees in local government in the 
Netherlands has access to a €500 a year budget for training, known as an 
individual career budget (Individueel Loopbaanbudget –ILB). This is not 
intended for normal job-related training but for courses chosen by individual 
employees to enhance their employability and mobility inside or outside their 
existing employment.  This training must be career related and should always 
be linked to real job opportunities. 
 
This measure, which will initially run for three years, is intended to stimulate 
and reward individual initiative and the training agreed is recorded in an 
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individual’s Personal Development Plan. As the agreement states, “The 
starting point is that it is better to stimulate from the front than motivate from 
behind”. 
 
The agreement will be evaluated after two years. The development plan is 
available from the EPSU secretariat. 
 
 

 
 

 

 

http://www.epsu.org/

