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Comparative study on industrial relations in the rail transport sector 


Issues and questions


A) General background information on the structure of the rail transport sector:


1) Data on employment in the sector, and on developments over the last 2-3 years (at least);


The SNCFL (Société des chemins de fers luxembourgeois – Luxembourg Railway Company) employed approximately 3300 people in 1993. Since then, the total workforce people has declined slowly as follows:


31 December 1996: 3150


31 December 1997: 3079


31 December 1998: 3020


It is worth noting that there were as many as 6300 staff immediately after the war in 1946.


2) The main firms in the sector, their size and scope of activity (local, regional, national and international), and form of ownership (public, private and mixed)


With 275km of lines, the SNCFL is the only railway company in Luxembourg. It has had to abandon its role as a major State enterprise, and under the ‘railway laws’ of 10 May 1995, 28 March 1997 and 2 July 1999, has had to re-organise its freight and passenger activities according to market economy criteria.


The SNCFL also runs 395km of bus routes.


However, the State remains the main shareholder with 26,320 of the 28,000 shares worth LUF 14bn.





3) The degree to which the sector has been privatised/liberalised, and recent developments in these respects (new entrants, mergers, acquisitions, joint ventures and strategic alliances)


A number of subsidiaries have been set up since 1996. They include:


EuroLuxCargo S.A., a 100% freight-marketing subsidiary;


CFL-Evasion S.A., a 99.95% subsidiary that operates as a travel agency in all fields of the SNCFL’s activities;


Railtour s. à r. l. (86% of the shares held by the SNCFL, the remainder by 14 travel agencies), which operates in the field of organisation and sales of international rail journeys;


Container Logistics Bettembourg S.A. (75% of shares held by the SNCFL), which provides a wide range of container services;


ACTS-Luxembourg (79.2% of shares held by the SNCFL), which deals with combined rail/road transport, mainly the transportation of industrial waste.


Most staff working for these subsidiaries enjoy ‘private-sector employee’ status.





B) Specific details relating to the sector’s industrial relations system�


The relative impact of law and collective bargaining on the regulation of labour relations on the railways


Most staff have an employment status similar to that enjoyed by civil servants and public employees: there are 2845 ‘permanent managers’, 35 ‘non-status managers’, 91 assistants and 79 ‘trainees’.


It follows that these employees’ rights, including State pension entitlements, are similar to those available under civil servant status; their terms and conditions of employment may only be altered by law.


Employees may only lose their jobs under a complicated disciplinary procedure overseen by Administrative Tribunals.


A law of 28 December 1920 authorised the Government to enact railways white- and blue-collar employment status, and there have been considerable similarities with civil servant status ever since.


The principle of assimilation was reaffirmed at the time of the major review of civil servants’ terms and conditions that took place in 1963. As a result, the following conditions are applicable to SNCFL employees:


the amended law of 16 April 1979 establishing the general status of civil servants;


the amended law of 22 June 1963 establishing the pay system of civil servants;


the amended law of 22 June 1963 establishing the value of civil servants’ pay;


the amended law of 29 July 1988 governing civil servants’ pensions.


The SNCFL also has two collective agreements for private-sector white-collar employees and for blue-collar staff who have no ‘status’.


The actors


The two leading trade unions involved in this sector are the FNCTTFEL (Fédération nationale des cheminots, travailleurs du transport, fonctionnaires et employés du Luxembourg - National Federation of Luxembourg Railway and Transport Workers and Civil Servants) and the SYPROLUX (Syndicat des travailleurs du transport chrétiens – Christian Transport Workers’ Trade Union).


The FNCTTFEL has always had close links with the OGBL, and they have a joint trade union structure in the private transport sector (LU9911114N).


As a Christian organisation, the SYPROLUX has consistently sided with the LCGB. 


However, it would be wrong to talk in terms of these two organisations being affiliated to the two representative trade unions; something along the lines of a ‘close relationship’ might be more appropriate. The two representative unions have always jointly signed collective agreements drawn by the railway organisations.


The collective bargaining structure


As has already been pointed out, most railways employees enjoy a similar employment status to that of civil servants; this is not the case in comparable sectors such as air and sea transport.


The two collective agreements covering private-sector white-collar staff and blue-collar workers with no ‘status’ are normally agreed for a period of three years; they mainly reflect ‘status’ terms in respect of working hours and pay rates.


The main topics covered by collective bargaining at each level


As railway employees enjoy a status similar to that of civil servants, they always follow developments in the public sector.


The most important negotiations in recent years in the public sector resulted in a reduced pension (see LU9808173F), and the SNCFL accordingly followed suit a few months later. A one-day strike at the SNCFL on 21 August 1998 received almost 100% support.


As employment is governed by public status, there are very few changes in terms and conditions.


The presence of forms of direct participation and of innovative HRM practices


Very few changes have taken place in HRM practices, and there are no forms of profit-sharing or of direct or indirect participation. 


Any other specific features of industrial relations in rail transport 


Of the 15 members of the SNCFL Board of Directors (Conseil d’Administration), 5 are employee representatives:


the President of the Central Staff Delegation;


the President and Secretary of the SYPROLUX;


the President and Secretary of the FNCTTFEL.


The level of industrial conflict and its regulation. 


The overwhelming majority of employees supported the one-day strike on 21 August 1998 called by representative organisations in the public sector (see LU9808173F).


For the last instance of industrial action, we have to go back to the one-day national strike on 5 April 1982.


Industrial action is covered by the law of 16 April 1979 regulating strikes in State services and public institutions directly controlled by the State; a conciliation procedure must be invoked prior to any action being taken.


Please provide social partners’ evaluations of sectoral industrial relations, with particular attention to recent developments and conflict level and regulation. Social partners’ assessment of the influence of European-level regulation and/or social dialogue in the sector should also be covered.


When Directive 91/440 of 29 July 1991 on the development of the Community’s railways was published, a Tripartite was set up with a view to overseeing its transposition into national law.


According to the President of the FNCTTFEL, these meetings augured well for the future, and social dialogue continues to take place according to the rules of the Luxembourg model.


However, both unions are opposed to any form of privatising parts of the SNCFL or turning them into subsidiaries that would disrupt existing structures: they argue that such measures ‘would compromise safety and jeopardise railway employees’ jobs.’


Please give your own assessment of industrial relations in the rail transport sector in your country.


Unlike other countries, Luxembourg experiences little industrial action on the railways.


The main reason for this is that most employees have a public employment status, and they limit themselves to monitoring developments in the public sector.


However, although the number of managerial staff is falling slowly, the process has gone smoothly even though the decline has come about through a failure to take on new staff.


The recent recruitment of a small number of private status’ employees aroused little opposition, despite the fact that their terms and conditions of employment are quite similar, and are contained in two collective agreements.


However, it should be borne in mind that the word ‘out-sourcing’ always raises the hackles of the unions. This practice has been used in cleaning services, an economic sector noted for keeping pay and conditions of employment to the statutory minimum.





