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The role of cooperatives in the growth of women's employment

The Committee chaired by Nel van DIJK (Greens, NL), adopted the report on this subject by Maria Paola COLOMBO SVEVO (EPP, I). The
aim of the report is to determine, in qualitative and quantitative terms, the contribution cooperatives can make to boosting employment among
women. It attempts to identify new sources of jobs in sectors which meet society's new needs and working arrangements (e.g. the services
sector). The growing interest in the "third sector" or "social economy" has given rise to the "social economy firm" (which has been made official
in Italy by the 1991 law on "social cooperatives" and in Belgium with the 1995 law on "sociétés à finalité sociale"). These cooperatives occupy
a prominent position in the social economy, as a result of historical tradition and their distribution in industry. They are distinguished by the fact
that they often provide: -services for less-favoured groups; -public services with a particular social value; -consumer protection; -participation
for consumers in the management of the firm. The committee believes that cooperatives can create jobs for women in the services sector,
since they: -convert traditionally female skills and experience into a business asset; -can facilitate the integration and/or reintegration into the
labour market even of poorly-qualified women or women without work experience, often following a period of absence for family reasons; -can
represent a stage in a woman's career, which may be used as a basis for redeployment to other sectors; -make it easier to reconcile work and
family life and, at the same time, provide high-quality, affordable services. For these reasons, the report calls on the Commission: -to
strengthen the legislative framework of the "social economy firm" and to provide the necessary financial resources; -to set aside specific funds
under the ESF for the provision of appropriate training geared to new skills and occupations; -to allow the application, on an experimental
basis, of a reduced rate to "third system" services which are labour-intensive and create jobs, particularly for women. The report also
specifically addresses the Member States and calls on them to provide for the following: -specific measures with regard to the social economy
in their annual action plans; -financial and tax incentives.?

The role of cooperatives in the growth of women's employment

Adopting the report by Mrs Maria Paola COLOMBO SVEVO (PPE, I) on the role of cooperatives in women's employment, the European
Parliament considered that social economy organisations play a leading role in national and local economic life. Noting the growth in this
sector over recent years, it considered that cooperatives based on participation and adaptability could help to create jobs for women in the
service sector, given that they: - permit the conversion of traditionally female skills and experience into a business asset; - offer a wide range
of jobs; - represent a stage in a woman's career; - make it easier to reconcile work and family life and provide high-quality affordable services.
Parliament drew attention to potential risks such as precarious, underpaid work in this sector. It considered that the social economy should be
promoted by strengthening the Community legislative framework and by making the necessary financial resources available. It called on the
Commission to carry out a study of the size of the social economy, the characteristics of the models of social enterprise in the Member States
and the impact of the social economy on women's employment. It also called for re-launch of the Community programme to promote the social
economy and a regulatory framework which guarantees legal clarity. It also called for part of the funds available under new budget Title B5-5
(labour market and technological innovations), which has been allocated ECU 450 million over a period of three years (1998-2000), to be
earmarked for women in social economy undertakings. Parliament also called on the Commission: - to take due account, with a view to
promoting equal opportunities, of the social economy in all measures geared to SMEs and employment; - to include comments under the
heading "third system and unemployment" scheduled for 1999, on the contribution made by this sector to action against unemployment and
the raising of women's skill levels; - to step up the provision of organisational support so as to promote consortia, information networks and the
establishment of social economy agencies; - to develop a motor role in the dissemination of best practices; - to study the incidences and
causes of the black economy in the Member States; - to set up pilot projects on the role of cooperatives in integrating immigrants in the labour
market; - to set up information sites on the Internet for female entrepreneurship; - to amend the Sixth VAT Directive to permit the application of
a reduced rate to labour-intensive services; - to adjust Community public procurement legislation to take account of the specific characteristics
of the social economy. The Member States are called upon to provide: - specific measures to encourage the social economy; - a legal
framework encouraging the organisation of the social economy; - financial and fiscal incentives for social enterprises (including lower VAT); -
easier access to loans; - financial incentives for the setting up of women's cooperatives.?


