Address to Opening Plenary of the 2012 EAPN General Assembly by:

Gina Lund: State Secretary, Norwegian Ministry of Labour
Dear friends – both visitors and Norwegian participants, Dear EAPN Norway (The Welfare Alliance)
Thank you for the invitation to this meeting and the opportunity meeting with you! 

It is vital for our ability to govern that we have a close dialogue with our social partners – the civil society. Your understanding of the situation, the challenges and the best strategies on combating poverty needs to be addressed.  The general Assembly plays an important role in this work.

Norway is not an isolated island.  We all live in a globalized world, inter-related and interdependent of each other. Norway is a part of Europe.  

We are deeply worried about the situation in Europe, we are using our political instruments to prevent an eventual crisis here and at the same time,  we see that the situation in Europe  calls for solidarity. 

The financial and economic crisis has also underlined the interdependence between EU and Norway. We have the same social values, principle of solidarity, equal opportunities and social justice. 
So Norway follows with concern the mounting gap between countries that perform relatively well and those countries and citizens who are meeting obstacles and are having doubts in the welfare systems. We see the importance of strengthening solidarity to be able to reduce unemployment and fight poverty. 
Although most people in Norway benefit from a high standard of living and good living conditions, some people do not. There are people in this country who have not taken part in the increase in prosperity, who are experiencing poverty. Indeed, not having the same access to goods and consumption as others, not being included in the community on an equal basis, may be felt just as severe for those affected in a rich country as in other, less wealthy societies. Although the incidence of poverty in Norway is limited compared with many other countries, the nature and complexity of the problem pose a number of challenges.

Norway, and other Nordic countries, has performed well in terms of economic performance, rising living standards and creating social cohesion. This is mainly due to a high productivity growth, combined with high employment rates.  We have an employment rate among the highest in Europe.   First of all thanks to the very high participation of women.

The Nordic welfare model is characterized by universal and comprehensive social security schemes, a relatively large redistribution of income and wealth through the tax system, substantial public investments in human capital, an active labour market policy and a flexible labour market. The Nordic welfare model has resulted in a more even income distribution and less poverty in Norway than in many other countries. An egalitarian society with universal and fair social security promotes stability and economic and social development.

But our model faces a number of challenges, which we share with other countries. An aging population, more globalized markets and a better integration of immigrants and first of all: maintaining high labour force participation.

The impact of the international financial crisis on the Norwegian economy has been less severe than in most industrial countries. Banks and other institutions in our financial sector were mildly affected. Public finances remained sound and unemployment stayed low, much owed to the structure of the Norwegian economy. Targeted actions from the government have mitigated the effects of the crisis. Although Norway has managed through the economic crisis without cuts in welfare schemes, or other austerity measures, it is nevertheless a continuing need to secure sustainable welfare schemes for the future.

High labour market participation is a precondition for welfare and the sustainability of a generous welfare model. Labour market participation reduces economic and social disparities and prevents poverty. Too many people of working age are outside the labour market, including disabled people and people with reduced work capacity. Too many youngsters are dropping out of school and do not get a hold in the labour market. We cannot accept a situation where persons who are able and willing to work are excluded from the labour market on a long-term basis. This situation is too costly, both for the individual and for the society as a whole.
The Norwegian Government promotes an active labour market policy approach in welfare policies. The establishment of NAV – the Norwegian Labour and Welfare Service, one of the most comprehensive reforms of the Norwegian welfare states system so far, is by now well established, and has changed and targeted the strategies and measures of the policy field of inclusion of vulnerable groups in the labour market. New policy instruments both in the field of labour market and welfare policy is introduced. The overall aim is to provide opportunities for everyone to participate in working life. Persons who are not able to work must be ensured basic financial security. All welfare states are facing the issue of balancing the level of benefits to the outcome from earnings, to ensure that work will pay off. There is also a question of how to incorporate activity terms within the welfare schemes.

In line with the concept of mutual rights and obligations, a qualification programme was introduced in 2007 as a part of the social assistance scheme. The programme is targeted at people who are distant from the labour market, severely diminished working capacity, dependency on social assistance benefits and who are at risk of getting trapped in a passive, low-income situation. The aim is to lift people out of poverty and into employment through an individual two-year scheme. A standardised income support is given. The qualification programme was legally established as a nation-wide programme on 1 January 2010. At the end of 2011 approximately 7450 persons participated throughout the country. One out of three is in paid work after participating in a qualification programme. The results are good, taking into consideration that participating persons started up with substantial reduced working capacity.

The qualification programme is a good example of how social policy should be carried out: tailored support to meet the long-lasting and complex problems and situation of each individual. It is more to social work than solely financial assistance. The support may include, in addition to work-oriented measures, debt counselling, housing support, health services, treatment for drug or psychiatric problems, child welfare and so on. The aim is to provide individualized social services in order to help people to able to take responsibility, to take their own choices and control of their own lives.


Talking about social assistance benefit, this is a last resort benefit. Social assistance benefit is a minimum protection scheme in Norway, and it is a legal right. In order to obtain effective, permanent solutions for long-term recipients of social assistance, we must first of all make them independent of social assistance. Social assistance should never be a long-term solution. For these persons, the answer is not primarily to raise social assistance rates. The appropriate action is to give them help so that they can take steps towards the labour market and a self-sufficient situation.

To sum up, the Norwegian Government's policy to reduce economic disparities and to combat poverty is founded on the following pillars:

· An economic policy that facilitates high employment, stable economic growth and a sustainable welfare system.

· The further development of the Nordic welfare model.

· A broad-based preventive approach with equal and free access to healthcare, day-care centres, education and basic welfare services. This is utmost important as a basis of creating equal opportunities for all.

· Opportunities for all to participate in the labour market.

· Individualized social services.

· Targeted measures against poverty. The qualification programme is an example of one such measure.

Norway is not a member of the European Union (EU), but contributes nevertheless to the efforts to reduce economic and social disparities in Europe through the European Economic Area (EEA)-Agreement. The EEA and Norway Grants are made available to 12 countries in Central and Southern Europe and to the three Baltic States. The funding is allocated to projects in sectors such as environmental protection and management, climate change and renewable energy, strengthening civil society, research and scholarship, green industry innovation, justice and home affairs and human and social development.

The active participation of non-governmental organizations as a promoter of social issues and new solutions is of vital importance in combating poverty and social problems. In Norway, the Government consults on a regular basis with representatives of socially and financially disadvantaged groups through a Liaison Committee (Kontaktutvalget) where The Welfare Alliance participates. From my point of view, this dialogue is of great value. It gives us inspiration and it is strengthening our efforts on combating poverty. 

International solidarity, cooperation and dialogue are also vital to maintain and renew our societies and make progress for the less advantaged groups. EAPN - European Anti-Poverty Network – is here a key player. 

I wish you all a fruitful meeting, and a pleasant stay in Oslo.

Thank you all for your attention.

