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Executive summary

Flanders emerged from the global financial crisis in a relatively healthy position with
stable unemployment levels compared to the OECD average. However, certain groups of
individuals, such as youth and older workers face significant barriers to successful labour
force participation. Creating quality jobs and developing relevant skills will be an important
priority to continue growing the economy.

The OECD Local Economic and Employment Development Programme (LEED) has
developed an international comparative project to examine the capacity of local employment
services and training providers to contribute to a long-term strategy which strengthens the
resiliency of the local economy, increases skills levels and improves job quality. In Flanders,
the review has looked at the range of institutions and bodies involved in employment and
skills policies. In-depth work was undertaken in the Antwerp and Limburg regions.

It is encouraging that VDAB (the agency for public employment services) has moved
towards a flexible management model, however more needs to be done to explore how to
combine actions locally across employment, skills, and economic development portfolios.
Another important policy imperative is to develop data sharing platforms across local
providers and organisations, which can be used to provide actionable and real time
information on gaps in the supply and demand of skills. By sharing information across
organisations, local actors can ensure they are successfully meeting the needs of employers,
who are a critical source of job creation.

Efforts to reduce skills mismatches and shortages require stronger engagement with
employers in the facilitation of workplace training opportunities. While there are good
examples of collaboration through the sectoral training funds, more can be done to articulate
the benefits of training to employers and alert them to the opportunities available through
these programmes. Employers and workers have a joint role to play in this by supporting a
culture of workplace learning. It is important to build on good bottom up collaboration and
networks that already exist.

While there are some initiatives undertaken at the local level, particularly in the
Limburg region, skills utilisation efforts are not comprehensively supported across
Flanders. The Flemish government should encourage closer working with employers to
stimulate demand side initiatives under a mantra of Corporate Social Responsibility, which
recognises the public and private benefits of encouraging and promoting quality jobs. The
Talent Houses in Antwerp are working well to match skills to certain sectors; however,
much of their focus is on supply side initiatives. There is an opportunity for them to shift
efforts towards how to stimulate the demand for skills, which would create higher quality
jobs and thereby attract higher skilled people into the city and region, which has broader
economic development benefits.
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To ensure that the supply of skills adequately meets labour market demand, it is
important to strengthen the linkages between the education system and employment, and
training agencies. Schools should work more closely with the public employment service
and vocational education system to create clearer, simpler and more recognised pathways
into training as well as the labour market. In particular, it is important that more out-reach
is conducted by VDAB with secondary schools to ensure that youth at-risk can be identified
early and adequate supports and interventions can be put in place to reduce early school
leavers and the number of NEETSs. At the local level, addressing youth unemployment is a
clear policy priority in both Antwerp and Limburg. A number of comprehensive programmes
and policies have been put in place, which aim to provide work experience opportunities
and develop long-term labour market attachment.

Another critical lever in stimulating job creation locally is creating a culture of
entrepreneurship. This is particularly important for local areas, which are experiencing
structural adjustments, such as the Limburg region, where the Ford factory is set to close,
resulting in significant direct and indirect job losses for the community. Entrepreneurship
skills can assist individuals in developing successful businesses and creating jobs.
Therefore, the vocational and higher education system should ensure that course
curriculum includes an adequate focus on building these types of skills.

Key recommendations

Better aligning programmes and policies to local economic development

e Build on the high level of flexibility within employment services and continue to build
partnerships and horizontal accountability mechanisms, which promote growth and
employment. This can be done by identifying the best collaboration models which have
led to strong policy integration and co-ordination.

e Continue to collect and share information and data about “what works” locally, including
effective approaches to respond to the hiring needs of employers.

Adding value through skills

e Proceed with the reform of the apprenticeship system to make it a more attractive
vocational educational pathway and foster more opportunities for work-based training.

e Promote stronger engagement with employers in the design and implementation of
employment and training programmes to create a culture of lifelong learning. Encourage
network formation among employers who can take a lead role in the delivery of
employment and skills policies.

e Ensure career guidance and information systems are well-targeted to youth and individuals
who are unemployed or at-risk of adjustment to support labour force attachment, as
well as career progression and advancement.

Targeting policy to local employment sectors and investing in quality jobs

e Stimulate overall productivity and job quality through policies which promote the better
utilisation of skills. Encourage the Talent Houses to focus on working with employers to
stimulate overall demand for skills to boost local growth and competiveness.

e Build stronger entrepreneurship skills for youth and adults to stimulate overall demand
and job creation. This can be done by promoting entrepreneurship as a viable career
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option and providing comprehensive support and tools to individuals to help them start
their own business.

Being inclusive

e Strengthen linkages between the education system and employment, and training agencies
to reduce youth drop-outs. Continue to target early-school leavers and provide follow-up
support while examining ways of involving youth more in programme design and delivery.
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