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The aim of this paper is to provide a brief overview of the regulation and practice of 
information, consultation and similar forms of employee involvement in the current 15 EU 
Member States. Given the constraints of time and space, the paper necessarily looks 
only at part of this wide-ranging area. The focus is mainly on information and 
consultation through works council-type structures – ie standing bodies made up (wholly 
or partially) of elected employee representatives which provide a channel of worker 
involvement and representation at workplace, establishment or company level. I will thus 
not touch on a number of other areas relevant to information and consultation such as: 
employee representation on company boards and similar bodies; collective bargaining 
proper; specialised employee participation/representation bodies in the field of health 
and safety; particular participation/representation arrangements for workplaces below 
the threshold for the establishment of works council-type bodies (these exist in countries 
such as France and Spain); and transnational information and consultation (notably 
European Works Councils). Furthermore, the works councils I will look at are those 
which apply in the private sector, and not the special public sector forms that exist in 
countries such as Germany, France and Austria. 
 
This paper is based on information from a number of sources, but principally from the 
European Industrial Relations Observatory (EIRO). In September 2003, the EIRO 
national centres in each EU Member State were asked, in response to a questionnaire, 
to provide information about the current situation with regard to national works councils 
and similar bodies – the regulatory framework, statistical data (or estimates where not 
available), evidence on practice and the views of the social partners. These national 
reports are all available for perusal on the EIROnline website 
(http://www.eiro.eurofound.eu.int/). 
 
Of necessity, the information provided here is essentially very general and does not go 
into extensive detail. It also seeks to focus on common themes and features, and cannot 
fully reflect the very substantial differences between national systems. 
 
1. Regulation 
 
Basic systems 
 
There seems to be a widespread view that the existence of statutory works councils or 
similar workplace employee representation and participation structures, is a distinctive, 
important and perhaps even defining feature of industrial relations in the current 
European Union. As with most generalisations in the field of comparative industrial 
relations, this perception – while containing a considerable element of truth – covers a 
wide range of situations and does not apply to all cases. 
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Table 1. Basic information and consultation systems in the EU Member States 
 
Statutory works councils Austria, Belgium, France, Germany, 

Greece, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, 
Portugal, Spain 

Works councils based on central collective 
agreements 

Denmark, Italy 

Statutory information and consultation 
rights for trade unions 

Sweden 

Statutory information and consultation 
rights for employees/employee 
representatives 

Finland 

No general, permanent or statutory system 
of information and consultation 

Ireland, UK 

 
What one might describe as “classic” works councils – permanent elected bodies of 
employee representatives, set up on the basis of law, with defined rights to information, 
consultation and sometimes other forms of involvement – exist, using a strict definition, 
in nine of the 15 current Member States: Austria, Belgium, France, Germany, Greece (in 
theory at least), Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Portugal and Spain. 
 
What might be termed works council-type bodies also exist in Denmark and Italy, though 
in these cases they are based principally on the provisions of central collective 
agreements (which also play a role in Belgium).  
 
It should be noted that in many of the above countries, as well as the basic (usually) 
establishment-level works council, there are provisions for one or more levels of higher-
level council in multi-site undertakings or groups of undertakings – examples include 
Austrian, France and Germany. 
 
In Finland, that there is no statutory or centrally agreed system of compulsory works 
councils, but legislation on “cooperation within undertakings” which provide for exchange 
of information and cooperation negotiations between employers and employees and/or 
their representatives (who may be workplace trade union representatives or any other 
representatives elected by the employees). Cooperation can be arranged in the form of 
a joint committee involving the employer and employee representatives.  
 
In Sweden, there is legislation laying down information, consultation and co-
determination rights, but these are conferred on trade unions which have an agreement 
with the employer in question, rather than on a works council-type body.  
 
All 13 countries mentioned above can be said to have a general system, based on law or 
agreement, providing for ongoing information and consultation for employee 
representatives of some type. The exceptions to the rule are Ireland and the UK. In 
these two “offshore” Member State, trade unions – where recognised – are the primary 
channel for information and consultation of employees. Statutory information and 
consultation rights are limited to a number of specific issues, based on provisions 
deriving from EU Directives, notably on collective redundancies and transfers of 
undertakings. There are also – especially in the UK – “joint consultative committees” or 
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similar structures in some companies, based on collective agreements or voluntary 
practice. 
 
This situation is set to change to some extent in these two countries owing to the 
implementation of the recent EU Directive (2002/14/EC) establishing a general 
framework for informing and consulting employees in the European Community. This 
Directive (see box below) provides employees in undertakings or establishments over a 
certain size with rights to information and consultation on a number of business, 
employment and change issues. Its implementation will have the greatest effect in 
Ireland and the UK, and may lead to a greater dissemination of works council-type 
arrangements in these countries. 
 
Key provisions of EU Directive (2002/14/EC) establishing a general framework for 
informing and consulting employees in the European Community 
 
The Directive applies to undertakings with at least 50 employees or establishments with 
at least 20 employees (the choice is left to the Member States). It provides employees 
with the following rights to information and consultation: 

• information on the recent and probable development of the undertaking’s or the 
establishment’s activities and economic situation;  

• information and consultation on the situation, structure and probable 
development of employment within the undertaking and on any anticipatory 
measures envisaged, in particular where there is a threat to employment; and  

• information and consultation, with a view to reaching an agreement, on decisions 
likely to lead to substantial changes in work organisation or in contractual 
relations.  

Information and consultation arrangements set out in agreements between management 
and labour, including at undertaking or establishment level, may differ from those laid 
down in the Directive. 
 
While the Directive does not stipulate that information and consultation must be provided 
through any particular channel or structure, it defines such information and consultation 
as taking place between the employer and the employee representatives provided for by 
national laws and/or practices. 
 
The Directive must be transposed in the Member States by March 2005 – though 
countries which currently have no “general, permanent and statutory” system of 
information and consultation or employee representation may phase in the Directive's 
application to smaller firms up until 2008.  
 
 
Composition 
 
Among the 11 countries which have some form of statutory or centrally agreed works 
council-type body, an important distinction can be made between: those which are joint 
bodies made up of representatives of both management and employees; and those 
which are made up solely of employee representatives, and meet on a bilateral basis 
with management. The second category of employee-side-only bodies is more common, 
applying in Austria, Germany, Greece, Italy, the Netherlands, Portugal and Spain, while 
the joint model applies in Belgium, Denmark and France. Luxembourg has two forms of 
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structure which could be described as a works council – one made up solely of 
employee representatives and one a joint body. 
 
Table 2. Name and composition of works council-type bodies in the EU Member 
States  
 
Country Name of structure Composition 
Austria Works council (Betriebsrat) Employee-side only 
Belgium Works council 

(ondernemingsraad/conseil 
d'entreprise) 

Joint 

Denmark Cooperation committee 
(Samarbejdsudvalg) 

Joint 

France Works council (comité 
d’entreprise) 

Joint 

Germany Works council (Betriebsrat) Employee-side only 
Greece Works council Employee-side only 
Italy Unitary workplace union 

structure (rappresentanza 
sindacale unitaria, Rsu). 

Employee-side only 

Luxembourg (a) Employee committee 
(délégation du personnel) 

Employee-side only 

Luxembourg (b) Joint works committee (comité 
mixte d'entreprise) 

Joint 

Netherlands Works council 
(ondernemingsraad) or 
personnel delegation 
(personeelsvertegenwoordiging) 
in smaller firms 

Employee-side only 

Portugal Workers’ commission 
(comissão de trabalhadores). 

Employee-side only 

Spain Workers’ committee (comité de 
empresa) 

Employee-side only 

 
By definition, all such structures contain employee representatives. These are in all 
cases elected by employees, though the details vary considerably from country to 
country, notably in terms of the role of trade unions. Trade unions have a virtual 
monopoly in drawing up lists of candidates for the elections of employee representatives 
in Belgium and Italy and a defined (and sometimes privileged) role in this area in France, 
Luxembourg, the Netherlands and Spain. There is no specified role for unions in 
countries such as Austria and Germany (though as we will see below, this does not 
prevent them from dominating works councils). 
 
The number of employee representatives on works councils is generally based on 
workforce size, and varies considerably between countries. Separate electoral 
arrangements apply to various categories of staff in a number of countries – such as 
blue- and white-collar workers or managers, or young workers. It appears that only in 
Germany are there rules seeking to ensure a gender balance on works councils. 
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Thresholds and “triggers” 
 
A key factor in the coverage of works councils and other information and consultation 
arrangements is the existence of a minimum workforce-size threshold for their 
establishment or application. Only in Portugal and Sweden is there no minimum, while in 
Italy this varies by agreement from sector to sector. Among the other countries, the 
variation in thresholds – and thus in the proportion of all establishments/undertakings 
covered by the relevant structures or provisions – is considerable. It ranges from five 
employees in Austria and Germany to 100 in Belgium and 150 in Luxembourg (in the 
case of joint works committees). A minimum threshold of 30-50 employees appears 
most common, applying in Denmark, Finland, Greece, the Netherlands and Spain. 
 
A further vital point is whether or not the establishment of a works council or application 
of information and consultation arrangements is automatic in all 
establishments/undertakings meeting the workforce-size thresholds, or must be 
activated or “triggered” by employees, trade unions or employers). The process seems 
to be essentially automatic in Austria, Belgium, Finland, France, Luxembourg and the 
Netherlands, and must be triggered in Denmark, Germany, Greece, Italy, Portugal and 
Spain. However, this issue is not always clear-cut. For example, in Austria the law 
provides that a works council must be set up in all establishments with at least five 
employees – however, the legislation does not provide for any sanctions if no works 
council is established, and the matter is in practice left to the initiative of employees. 
 
Table 3. Workforce-size threshold for establishment of works council/application 
of information and consultation provisions 
 
Country No. of employees 
Austria 5 
Belgium 100 
Denmark 35 
Finland 30 
France 50 
Germany 5 
Greece 50 (20 where no trade union) 
Italy Varies by sector 
Luxembourg (a) 15 
Luxembourg (b) 150 
Netherlands 50 (10 for personnel delegations) 
Portugal No threshold 
Spain 50 
Sweden No threshold 
 
Information, consultation and other rights 
A very wide range of rights to information, consultation, co-determination and negotiation 
rights are granted to works councils and other employee and trade union representatives 
in the 15 current EU Member States. There is a basic core of such rights which apply in 
all countries – even those which do not have works councils or analogous structures – 
on the basis of EU law. Notably, information and consultation on collective redundancies 
and transfers of undertakings (and health and safety) are guaranteed by the relevant EU 
Directives. However, in all countries except Ireland and the UK, law or wide-ranging 
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collective agreements provide for information and consultation rights in many more 
areas, while in some countries there are also co-determination/co-decision or similar 
rights. 
 
It is not possible here to give a full description of the issues covered by these rights, and 
I will limit myself to identifying some of the more common themes. It should be noted that 
the relevant legislative or collectively agreed provisions vary considerably in the extent to 
which they provide detailed or general rights. 
 
Information 
The key areas where works councils and employee representatives have information 
rights are; 

• financial and business matters; 
• employment levels and conditions; and 
• structural change. 

 
In the case of information on the situation and prospects of the company’s finances and 
business (eg production, sales and investments), in almost all cases works councils and 
other representatives are entitled to receive regular information – the intervals vary 
between countries – from management, as well as information on important matters 
arising in some cases. 
 
Similarly, regular information on the situation and structure of employment in the 
company is also a virtually universal right in countries with statutory or centrally agreed 
employee involvement systems. In terms of employment conditions, specific rights to 
information are often provided on matters such as recruitment, promotion, pay policy, 
health and safety, working time, equality, training and financial participation. Some 
countries use a catch-all requirement to inform on all matters likely to affect employees’ 
interests seriously.  
 
By its nature, information on structural change in the business is less likely to be 
provided on a regular basis, being more dependent on events. In almost all cases, 
information is required on matters arising such as closures, transfers of production, 
relocations, mergers, takeovers and the introduction of mew technology – especially 
where these are likely to lead to collective redundancies. 
 
Consultation 
The concepts of information and consultation are often hard to distinguish and define. 
However, consultation can generally be regarded as a right to be informed of planned 
measures in advance and to have an opportunity to express an opinion prior to 
implementation. The degree of formality and the procedure for such consultation may 
differ markedly between countries. Consultation rights generally cover the same kind of 
issues as information rights, ie financial and business matters, employment levels and 
conditions, and structural change.  
 
Consultation rights on financial and business matters are less common than information 
rights. However, they do exist in countries such as Austria, France, Germany, 
Luxembourg, the Netherlands and Spain. 
 
Consultation rights on employment issues are altogether more frequent, while it is 
restructuring that is probably the most usual subject on which consultation is required. 
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As noted above, consultation is universally required on collective redundancies and 
transfers of undertakings. Furthermore, consultation rights on planned changes to the 
structure of the business (such as mergers, takeovers, relocations etc) are widespread 
in the EU, and the same applies to new technology and the new forms of work 
organisation. 
 
Co-determination etc 
In a few countries, the rights of works councils and other employee representatives 
exceed information and consultation and extend into co-determination – ie the 
agreement of the works council or other representatives is necessary for certain 
decisions or measures to be taken, giving them a right of veto. 
 
German works councils have the most extensive co-determination rights, with the 
agreement of the works council required in areas such as works rules, working time, 
payment methods; the introduction and use of monitoring equipment and health and 
safety. Austrian works councils have similar rights, while a form of co-determination also 
exists in the Netherlands, Luxembourg, Belgium and (on a very limited range of issues) 
France. In Denmark, Finland and Sweden, negotiations between management and 
employee/trade union representatives are required on a number of issues (often related 
to change in the business), but without the latter having any genuine power of veto. 
 
Other issues 
Finally, in terms of the regulation of works councils and similar forms of employee 
representation, it should be noted that all countries with such systems have rules 
covering: 

• the confidentiality of information provided to employee representatives; 
• the protection of employee representatives from dismissal or detriment on 

grounds related to the performance of their duties;  
• resources for employee representatives – these may take the form of paid time 

off to perform their duties, training, facilities (office space, a budget, 
communications etc) and access to experts. 

 
2. Practice 
 
It is notable that detailed and comprehensive information on the actual operation of 
works councils and similar employee representative structures, and the way in which 
they exercise their various information, consultation and other rights, is scarce in many 
of the EU Member States (though there are exceptions, such as Germany and the 
Netherlands). However, based mainly on the information found by the EIRO national 
centres in the recent data-collection exercise (see above), I will examine briefly a 
number of issues relating to practice, as follows: 

• the coverage of works councils and similar structures/procedures; 
• the role of trade unions; 
• the gender distribution of employee representatives; 
• works councils and bargaining; and 
• the views of the social partners. 

 
Coverage 
As noted above, in most countries there is a minimum workforce-size threshold set by 
law or agreement for the establishment of works councils or the application of other 
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information and consultation arrangements. Thus employees in smaller establishments 
are not covered by these rights (though there are other information and consultation 
channels in smaller companies – over a certain size – in some countries, such as France 
and Spain). Even assuming that all establishments potentially covered by such 
provisions have actually applied them, large swathes of the working population are 
therefore essentially excluded from statutory or agreed information and consultation. The 
proportion of the workforce excluded depends on the level at which the threshold is set. 
 
The lowest thresholds, at five employees, are found in Austria and Germany. All but the 
smallest companies are thus likely to be covered, at least potentially, by the works 
councils legislation in these countries. Even here, though, this means the exclusion of 
the great majority of companies – around 70% in Austria, for example. As the threshold 
climbs, the proportion of companies excluded rises, up to an estimated 98% or so in the 
case of Belgium’s 100-employee threshold. 
 
Obviously, however, the proportion of all employees excluded from the coverage of 
information and consultation provisions by workforce-size thresholds will be smaller than 
the proportion of companies excluded (ie small companies make up the great majority of 
firms but employ a minority of workers). Statistical information is very limited on this 
issue, but that which is available indicates that the proportion of employees excluded 
from potential coverage is only around 28% in a low-threshold country such as Austria. 
However, a more usual threshold of 30-50 employees, as in the Netherlands (for “full” 
works councils) and Spain, excludes 55%-60% of employees, rising to around 66% in 
Finland. However, this issue also depends on the business structure of each country (ie 
the relative weight of companies of different sizes). 
 
As we have seen, in many countries the establishment of a works council or application 
of other information and consultation rights is not automatic, but needs to be triggered by 
employees, unions or employers, while even where it is automatic it may not be enforced 
or imposed. Thus, the proportion of establishments and employees actually covered by 
such arrangements in practice is in almost all cases considerably lower than the 
proportion potentially covered. Again, accurate data are scarce, but some indications 
can be given. The effect is, as might be expected, most notable in the low-threshold 
countries of Austria and Germany, where only 20% and 11% of establishments over this 
threshold of five employees actually have a works council in place. The actual/potential 
coverage rate rises to over 50% in medium-threshold Denmark and Finland and around 
70% in the Netherlands. It also seems relatively high in Italy. 
 
Perhaps the greatest disparity between the regulatory framework and reality is found in 
Greece where works councils, which since 1988 may be set up in all companies with 50 
or more workers, have actually been set up in only 2% of such firms, apparently due to 
reservations on the part of trade unions and a lack of enthusiasm on the part of 
employers. 
 
So the overall effect is that the proportion of all establishments or of the total national 
workforce covered by the arrangements dealt with here is low in some cases, and very 
rarely over half in the case of the workforce. In Austria, only 16% of employees work in 
an establishment with a works council (which make up about 6% of all establishments). 
The figure stands at about a third in France. Works councils cover 48% of all German 
employees and just over half of Luxembourg employees.  
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However, within these overall figures, it is clear that the presence of works councils and 
similar arrangements is closely linked to company size. For example, in Germany, 95% 
of establishments with 501 and more employees have a works council, while the same is 
true of 94% of Dutch establishments with 200 employees or more. Similar trends are 
reported from countries such as Austria, Denmark and France. 
 
Sweden is a special case. As noted above, it has no statutory system of works councils, 
with workplace employee participation and representation based on the role of trade 
unions and their co-determination rights. These apply in the great majority of companies, 
even the smaller ones (though not in those without employees). Around 90% of all 
companies with employees are covered by collective agreements, and thus by co-
determination rights. 

The UK and Ireland are also special cases, lacking general, permanent or statutory 
information and consultation rules. However, voluntary works council-type structures do 
exist in these countries, especially the UK. Here, approaching 30% of establishments 
with 25 or more employees have (voluntary or agreed) workplace “joint consultative 
committees” (JCCs), with their presence closely linked to workplace size. Including 
committees at a level higher than the workplace (ie organisation-wide bodies), 43% of 
private sector workplaces are covered by a committee at one or both levels. 

Role of trade unions 

Works councils and other information and consultation arrangements are often 
perceived as being separate from trade union representation – with the two acting as 
“dual channels” of employee representation. However, this separation does not exist in 
some cases – notably Sweden – while in cases such as Belgium and Italy, it lacks real 
meaning because works councils and Rsus are essentially solely trade union bodies. 
Furthermore, in France, Luxembourg, the Netherlands and Spain, trade unions have a 
specified role in nominating candidates for elections, with the majority of members thus 
being union members. As a result, works council elections in these countries become a 
major test of trade union strength and an important indicator of their representativeness. 

Even in countries where trade unions are not given a specific role in works councils, in 
practice these bodies are usually union-dominated. For example, in Austria 85% to 90% 
of all works council members are union members and works councils are considered a 
basic unit of union structures, acting as a link between the union and the workforce in 
terms recruiting new union members, communicating union policies and even collecting 
union dues. A similar key role is played by works councils in trade unions in Spain. In 
Germany, 79% of works council members are union members. Similarly high levels of 
union penetration of works councils are reported from countries such as Denmark. 

In the UK, where works council-type bodies (joint consultative committees) are voluntary 
or based on local agreements, it is not generally the case that they are an alternative to 
trade union-based representation. Such structures are much more common in 
workplaces with union recognition. Consultative committees and union representation go 
hand-in-hand rather than being substitutes for one another. 

Gender distribution 
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Very little information is available from most countries as to the breakdown of works 
council members or other employee representatives by gender. However, the few data 
available indicate that men predominate. For example, in Belgium, the Netherlands, 
Spain and Germany, 70% or more of works council members are men – though in the 
latter case, recent changes to the law to promote a balanced gender representation on 
works councils appears to be increasing the proportion of women 

Bargaining role 

Our focus here is on information and consultation, but it should be noted that works 
councils and similar bodies also have a negotiating role in countries Austria, Denmark, 
Finland, Germany, the Netherlands, Spain and Sweden. This role is often constrained in 
terms of the issues covered and its relationship with collective bargaining conducted by 
trade unions – as in Austria, Germany and the Netherlands – but is rather freer in 
countries such as Spain and Italy where works councils and Rsus are the main trade 
union-side agents in company-level collective bargaining.  

In countries where the bargaining role of works councils has been constrained, a 
relatively common current trend in practice is for this role to be expanded, as part of a 
wider decentralisation of collective bargaining. For example, in Austria, for more than a 
decade, a substantial number of sectoral collective agreements have contained “opening 
clauses” designed to delegate certain issues to regulation by works agreements 
between company management and works councils. This seeks to allow more flexibility 
as regards working time and, for limited periods, even pay. A similar trend can be 
observed in countries such as Germany and the Netherlands. The increasing delegation 
of bargaining to works councils has led in some countries to calls, notably from trade 
unions, for works councils to be given greater resources in order to be able to deal with 
these increased responsibilities. 

Social partner views 

In most countries in the EU, works council-type bodies are a well-established part of the 
industrial relations system. Their existence is not a matter of debate on either the trade 
union or employer side. However, this is not to say that employers will support any 
extension of works council rights – they have opposed such moves in recent years in 
countries such as Austria, Germany and the Netherlands. They may also have specific 
concerns about certain aspects of the current rules. For example, French employers 
sometimes call for a reduction in representation bodies’ responsibilities, a cut in the 
number of hours representatives are freed from their work to carry out their duties, and 
the creation of a single structure to replace the current specialised bodies (such as 
works councils and health and safety committees). Spanish employers are also in favour 
of a reduction of paid time off for workers’ representatives. In general, employers seem 
to oppose provisions and changes that they see as tending to increase bureaucracy, 
reduce flexibility and increase costs. However, they may in some cases wish to expand 
particular aspects of the role of works councils. For example, many employers in Austria, 
Germany and the Netherlands are keen to increase the bargaining role of works councils 
to enable greater company-level flexibility.  

Within this overall acceptance of works councils as an institution, there are cases of 
employers that oppose the establishment of works councils. This is reported from Austria 
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and Germany, for example, where new companies in retail, the fast-food industry and 
the “new economy” are particularly known for their opposition to works councils. 

Trade unions, even where they might have had initial misgivings, in almost all cases now 
support the institution of works councils and similar arrangements. Their focus in most 
countries is now on improving details of the current system, and they have often called, 
sometimes successfully, for changes to the regulations and in many cases continue to 
do so. For example, Belgian unions would like to see a reduction in the workforce-size 
threshold for the establishment of works council. In Finland, some trade unions have 
somewhat more fundamental concerns. They believe that the cooperation legislation has 
not been working in practice in its original spirit, with employers concentrating too much 
on information and not enough on negotiations (especially over company restructuring), 
and have welcomed a reform recently proposed by the government. 

Greece is perhaps the only country with a statutory or centrally agreed system of works 
councils where these structures appear to be largely rejected by both trade unions and 
employers. The institution is relatively new (1988) and, as noted above, very few works 
councils have been set up. Trade unions have been worried about confusion between 
the roles of works councils and unions and have feared that the councils might replace 
them. Many employers have been concerned about encroachment on managerial 
prerogative. 

Finally, it should be noted that, perhaps ironically, the issue of information and 
consultation structures is currently of most pressing concern for the social partners in 
Ireland and the UK, the two current EU Member States with no statutory or centrally 
agreed system of works council-type bodies. This is because the forthcoming 
transposition of the EU Directive on national information and consultation rules will 
involve major change, and trade unions and employers have been seeking to influence 
the implementation of the Directive in ways which suit their views best. Broadly 
speaking, employers are keen to maintain as far as possible voluntary and direct (rather 
than representational) arrangements tailored to the position of individual companies, 
while unions are, on the whole, in favour of greater formality and works council-type 
arrangements – though with some fears about competition with existing union-based 
arrangements. In the UK, a recent government consultation document on 
implementation of the Directive is based on a framework established in discussions 
between ministers and representatives of the CBI employers’ organisation and the TUC 
union confederation, who agreed an “outline scheme” for the implementing legislation 
which is incorporated in the consultation document. The approach taken seeks to 
compromise between trade union and employer positions. 

Final comments 

This paper has, by necessity, given only a very broad-brush picture of some aspects of 
works council-type information and consultation arrangements in the current EU Member 
States.  

I hope that I have been able to demonstrate that there is at least a loose form of “EU 
model” in this area, in that the great majority of current Member States have a general 
system, based on law or agreement, providing for ongoing information and consultation 
for employee representatives. These arrangements are in most countries (though with 
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exceptions, notably Greece) deeply embedded in the industrial relations system and 
their existence is not seriously challenged by either trade unions or employers. However, 
it should not be forgotten that two Member States presently have no such general 
system (though EU legislation is likely to bring them more into line with the other 
countries). Furthermore, in the other 13 countries, the arrangements differ enormously in 
areas such as: the composition of the works council-type bodies; the size of 
companies/establishments in which they must be established, the role of trade unions; 
the nature and content of information and consultation rights; the existence of co-
determination rights; and the proportion of the total workforce covered. The picture is 
thus predominantly one of diversity within the EU. The accession of the new Member 
States in 2004 will increase this diversity even further.  

Finally, on a less positive note, I would like to stress that in most countries it seems that 
a majority of workers are not covered by the arrangements which I have described – a 
fact which I believe may raise questions about the true application of the “workers’ right 
to information and consultation within the undertaking” set out in the Charter of 
Fundamental Rights of the European Union (Article 27 states that “Workers or their 
representatives must, at the appropriate levels, be guaranteed information and 
consultation in good time in the cases and under the conditions provided for by 
Community law and national laws and practices”), and soon to be incorporated in the 
EU’s Constitutional Treaty. 
 

MCarley/SPIRE Associates/122003/12 


