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Welcoming address for 25 September 2008

Conference on “Demographic Change, the Restructuring of the Welfare State and Gender Relations in European Comparison“, 25 to 26 September 2008 in Hildesheim
Dear Conference Participants, dear Colleagues, dear International Guests,

I would like to bid you all a very hearty welcome to our university. You have come to Hildesheim to talk about some very pressing issues. 

Dear Speakers, you have been invited here to this conference because you are international experts in a field that is of great social significance today – the demographic change. 

Society is growing older, a fact that will have an impact on all levels of society and the economy. For us as a university, the topic of lifelong learning is now taking on new meaning. 

We plan to get more involved in the field of continuing education. After all, a growing number of older people will continue to work in their professions and occupations for a longer period of time in the future. According to McKinsey management consultants, the number of workers in Germany will drop by 1.2 million by the year 2020. “Die Welt”, a German national daily newspaper, wrote in May this year that one in every three gainfully employed people will be older than 50 in 2020. 

Companies are beginning to gradually adapt to this change. After years of being obsessed with youth, we will once again have to begin to appreciate the experience of the older generation. In the future, there will be business models expressly designed to take advantage of the special competencies of both the young and the old in working together. An important branch of research is now focusing greater attention on the topic of demographic change, as your conference here at the HAWK also indicates.

During the next two days, you will discuss the causes and consequences of demographic change. You will take a closer look at the demographic change in the context of the European welfare state. And you will talk about demographic change in connection with gender roles. 

Your questions are highly complex in nature: 

· How do the decline in birth rates, ageing and migration correspond with the deregulation of the global market and the restructuring of the European welfare states? 

· Does the division of labor between the genders, which is still largely asymmetrical in Europe, contribute to the demographic change? 

· What role does the plurality of lifestyles and courses of life play for young women and men in particular? 

· Where are the starting points for restructuring the family, the state and work to do justice to the needs of the genders, the generations and the families?

These questions are important not just from a general sociological point of view. We are particularly concerned with these questions at the Faculty of Social Work and Health because we educate and train people here who will be working any and everywhere as social workers in the future 

· where this institutional structure consisting of family, state and work shows signs of wearing down, 

· where things don’t work well or don’t work at all for members of our society,

· and where support is required. 

Our graduates are noticing the changes in this structure in the fields in which they work in a practical way and right up close.

There is also another way in which we deal with these questions at the HAWK in a very practical sense. We are working to put equality between the sexes, the generations and families into practice at our university. Thanks to our central Women’s and Equal Rights representative, Ingrid Haasper, the HAWK has been commended as a family-friendly university with a model daycare center that has received national acclaim. 

We applied at the first announcement of the female professor program stipulated by the national government in cooperation with the state governments with our concept of equal treatment and received a top rating along with six other universities. 

The ZIF, the Center for Interdisciplinary Women’s and Gender Studies, has organized this exciting conference and found the cooperation partners taking part today and tomorrow. The ZIF invited guest professor Dr. Heike Kahlert from the University of Rostock to teach at our university in Hildesheim for an entire year and to create the concept for this conference together with the ZIF. Our sincere thanks go out to you, Dr. Kahlert, for all the work you have invested here at our university. 

I would also like to sincerely thank the director of the ZIF, Dr. Waltraud Ernst, who was also involved in creating the concept and organizing the conference and acquired funding from Lower Saxony’s Ministry for Science and Culture.

The Center for Interdisciplinary Women’s and Gender Studies is an institution that works in cooperation with the HAWK and the Foundation of the University of Hildesheim and I am very happy that it continues to spark such important innovations and to integrate and promote women’s and gender studies in many different ways in the different faculties of our university. 

I wish you and all the participants a very successful conference, many constructive discussions, new networks and pioneering new findings.

Thank you for your attention.
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