
 

 

 NATIONAL NETWORKS TURN SOCIAL ECONOMY AROUND 

For Europe’s social economy, EQUAL’s system of national thematic networks has really 
made a difference. EQUAL’s structure based on development partnerships means that a 
large and visible critical mass of activity is taking place under an identifiable banner. 
EQUAL has given this activity an identity. The partnership structure also means that 
government is implicitly involved and anxious for policy results. 

In EQUAL’s first round, seven countries created a national thematic network (NTN) in the social 
economy: Austria, Germany, Greece, Finland, France, Portugal, Sweden and the UK (Great 
Britain). In the second round, Poland has done likewise. The typical format is that they bring 
together all the development partnerships (DPs) in the theme, though some differ from this 
arrangement. The networks are venues – sometimes at very high level – for issues to be 
debated, opinions sounded out, and feedback given between the Member State governments, 
the partnerships working on a given theme, and other important stakeholders.  

TURNAROUND IN GREECE 

It is perhaps in Greece that EQUAL has 
achieved the most complete turnaround. 
Its impetus has overcome the previous 
paralysis and enabled the establishment 
of a national support structure, intensive 
interchange with partners in Italy, and the 
launch of five new social co-operatives 
(KoiSPEs), currently employing 132 
mentally ill people. These constitute the 
kernel of a future national network of 52 
such enterprises. This success has 
attracted interest in many other Member 
States, and policy makers are now 
considering extending the idea to cover 
other disadvantaged groups. The network 
rounded off EQUAL’s first round with a 
major national conference at which it 
presented a set of proposals to 
government. They include: 

 to create an interministerial committee to be responsible for legal aspects, and to clarify and 
extend the existing KoiSPE law 

 to look at continuing support for the specialist support structures established in the first half of 
EQUAL, as well as incorporating their know-how into mainstream business support agencies 

 to create a legal framework for micro-lending as well as a loan and guarantee fund 
 to develop management training, materials and qualifications  
 to allow disabled people to earn a wage without losing their benefit payments (at least for a 

trial period) 
 to create a representative, co-ordination and support body for social enterprises 
 to establish social criteria in public procurement procedures 

The social economy theme goes into the second round of EQUAL with double the number of 
development partnerships and a 50% higher budget – a good sign that the achievements of the 
first round will be built on. 

Friends in high places – a social economy national 
network meeting at the Swedish parliament 
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AUSTRIA – A GRADUAL CHANGE OF COURSE 

The holding of a national conference was also a key tool for the Austrian national network. It 
focused on awareness raising, and also published a newspaper (SOWISO) and took over one 
issue of a learned journal (Kurswechsel). The conference, held in January 2005, showed that 
both the government and the social partners see the value of the social economy in creating jobs 
and businesses, and of the benefits of partnership between the public, private and social 
economy sectors. It was also the forum for the network to launch a series of political demands, 
under four headings: 

 general acknowledgement of the social economy, including as an employer and a contract 
partner 

 security, including public financing of support structures and long-term finance for social 
enterprises 

 workplace-related demands, including improved training opportunities and employment 
contracts 

 quality, including the use of quality criteria when awarding public contracts 

However the national mood change is not yet complete, and lobbying work continues to bring key 
established organisations such as the national Chamber of Trade and large voluntary 
organisations fully on board. 

SWEDEN – A SEAT AT THE TABLE 

In Sweden, the national network scored a bullseye by winning direct access to decision-making. 
Its chair, Eva Arvidsson, and its deputy chair, Margareta Andersson, are both MPs, and the group 
meets at parliament. This high profile has meant that its opinion is consulted, and the evidence it 
has presented has caused a change of heart at ministerial level. A large-scale conference in 
October 2005 was followed up by a presence at an interministerial learning seminar on EQUAL, 
and a national action plan – Growth through more and stronger social enterprises – is under 
continuous development. The plan makes the following policy recommendations: 

 the national business support agency, NUTEK, should continue to support the sector, via 
intermediary organisations like the local co-operative development agencies (LKUs) 

 social enterprises should have a role both in labour market policy and in regional policy 
 a shift should be made from benefits to wages, based on the principles of empowerment, 

user choice and rehabilitation 
 public procurement should take account of social aspects and the interests of users 

If this plan is adopted, it could make for far-reaching changes. But change is already visible, as 
Stig Wikström from the Swedish ESF Council explains: “There is already an opening for smaller 
social enterprises. Previously, the government channelled all its support for the work integration 
of disadvantaged people through one state-owned sheltered enterprise, Samhall, which employs 
23,000 people. Now, smaller social enterprises can bid for support, and the grant follows the 
person (even if, for the time being, the sum is reduced).” 

WHAT CAN WE LEARN? 

What can we leant from these experiences? What works, and what does not, of course varies 
widely from country to country, but these are some of the lessons from which others might be 
able to learn. 

Funding innovation can achieve results: The Greek case shows the valuable role EQUAL 
resources can play in kick-starting an innovation which has been held up for lack of resources. 
Successful use can also be made of other EU programmes and tools for disseminating new 
policy developments, such as the peer review programmes in employment and social inclusion 
policies, to mainstream the lessons of EQUAL. However this can be a slow process if there is no 
national impulsion. 
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Plan well: The Greek case shows the value of thorough project planning – broad inclusive 
dialogue can easily get stuck going round in circles. Once it has set the agenda for action it is 
crucial to lay down an action plan with clear tasks and responsibilities. 

Delegate: It also shows the value of delegation. “The development partnerships know more 
about the subject matter than the ministry does,” says the Labour Ministry’s Vassiliki Staikou, ”so 
it makes most sense to empower them to do the work.” 

Budget adequately: Fourthly, the Greek system set aside a guaranteed budget for the thematic 
network’s work – 10% of each partnership’s budget was allocated to ‘action 3’ (mainstreaming) 
and, of this, 3% went to the network while the remaining 7% was used by the partnerships 
individually. The Austrian case also shows the value of setting aside a budget at an early stage. 

Don’t undervalue public relations: The experience of the Austrian network shows that a lot of 
the work that has to be done to change things is down to public relations. 

Be realistic: However Austria’s experience also shows that political circumstances can change 
unpredictably, demanding flexibility and a fallback strategy. 

Limit your objectives: The Swedish case is an example of a network that has given itself a clear 
task, to promote a specific part of the social economy, the work integration social enterprise – 
rather than the whole spectrum. This makes the job more achievable 

Inclusiveness brings credibility: The inclusive nature of Sweden’s network, which brings 
together practitioners, beneficiaries, civil servants, academics and MPs, gives it a high level of 
credibility, so that government listens to its opinions on social and labour market issues. 

Get an MP on board: Finally, the Swedish network found that having a Member of Parliament as 
Chair of the network (and an opposition MP as Vice-Chair) opens doors and speeds policy 
impact. 

 

 
 
 
Also read the Full Analysis. 

http://europa.eu.int/comm/employment_social/equal/data/document/etg2-suc6-se-ntn.pdf
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