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Comparative study on industrial relations in the rail transport sector


The Netherlands





A General background information


Employment (the figures below are those of the Dutch Railways. This firm has a virtual monopoly. Possibly a few hundred extra employees should be added to take account for the other firms in rail transport) 


(in full time equivalents): 1998: 23,794; 


			 1997: 23,446


Amount of people employed: 1998: 28,124


			        1997: 22,199


Main firm in the sector: Dutch Railways (Nederlandse Spoorwegen), virtually a national monopoly. In a few parts of the country concessions have been granted to (foreign) firms, but these are of minor importance and can only be found in some peripheral regions. 


The shares of the Dutch Railways (NS) are 100% owned by the State. The financial contribution of the State to NS has gradually been stopped, so NS is now self-supporting.


In the second half of 1999, the intended privatization of the NS (by bringing part of the shares to the stock exchange) has been postponed. Liberalization mainly takes place in regional transport and in new activities, like the HSL (high speed line to Belgium and France).





B Specific information on the sectoral industrial relations system


Relative weight of law and collective bargaining in regulating labour relations in railways


Railway workers are legally private workers.


There are no elements of the employment relationship regulated by specific laws.


The actors


NS (Dutch Railways) is the relevant; the unions are FNV Bondgenoten, CNV Bedrijvenbond, Federatieve Spoorweg Vakvereniging (FSV), Vereniging van Hoger Spoorwegpersoneel and the Vereniging van Machinisten en Conducteurs (VVMC). 


Together, FNV Bondgenoten and FSV represent half of the employees at the Dutch Railways: together they have 13,000 members. The VVMC has 1600 members and has in June 1999 by way of a court ruling been accepted as a representative union. NS is a member of the largest employers organization VNO-NCW/AWVN.


FNV Bondgenoten is affiliated to the Federation of Dutch Trade Unions (FNV), CNV Bedrijvenbond is affiliated to the Christian Federation of Trade Unions (CNV), FSV was until recently an independent union for railway employees, but will merge with FNV Bondgenoten in February 2000, the Vereniging van Hoger Spoorwegpersoneel is affiliated to the Centrale van Middelbare en Hogere Functionarissen bij Overheid, Onderwijs, Bedrijven en Instellingen (CMHF), which in turn is affiliated to the MHP, the Federation for Middle and Higher Personnel and the VVMC is an independent union for engine drivers and ticket collectors.


FNV, CNV and MHP are represented in the tripartite Social and Economic Council (SER) and the bipartite Foundation of Labour (Stichting van de Arbeid).


At NS a system of works councils exists. Enterprise works-councils are covered by several umbrella works councils at a higher level, with one overall umbrella works council at company level. The competence of the works councils is the same as the competence of all works councils in The Netherlands (information and consultation rights as far as strategic decisions are concerned, with a right of appeal, plus right of consent in social affairs). There have been several court cases, initiated by NS works councils. On 14 October 1997, the works council of NS Infra Services successfully blocked plans to transfer the company to the building companies Strukton, Volker Stevin and NBM-Amstelland at the Enterprise Section of the Amsterdam Court of Appeal. The ruling was in favour of the works council because the past commitments to employees concerning the right to free transport would expire. The enterprise section ruled that NS had to make a reasonable case that deviating from the commitment was necessary or inevitable. Although this point of dispute was of relatively minor importance within the decision-making process on the transfer of the company, the enterprise section ruled that the transfer of the company under these conditions was not allowed to proceed. In July 1997, the works council of NS Reizigers blocked a proposed partnership between the company and a regional transport company in Northwest Holland. The works council, supported by the unions, feared that NS Reizigers would use this partnership to reduce the number of jobs at the railway company.


Non appliccable


The structure of collective bargaining


There is different bargaining for different transport branches, resulting in different agreements for rail, buses, air, road etc., and in some cases in different agreements for individual companies, e.g. in the case of the Dutch Railways and the KLM (Royal Dutch Airlines).


Officially, there is no industry-wide level of collective bargaining. In practice, because of the virtual monopoly of NS, there is one agreement for the rail sector, covering all employees. This consists of an overall agreement, allowing some difference for different parts of the company, like cargo, passengers etc. The duration of the collective agreements varies. The former one was valid from 1 April 1996 till 1 April 1998; the present one from 1 April 1998 till 1 April 2000.


No, see under 2.


Within NS, there is one framework agreement for the whole company. On sub-branch level (e.g. cargo, equipment, passengers, cargo etc. etc.) this framework is specified into 23 different sub-agreements.


Non applicable


The main topics covered by collective bargaining at each level


Wages. There is a very detailed system of pay-scales. There is as yet no performance-related pay at NS.


Work organization and flexibility is a much discussed subject, but has until now not really been introduced at NS.


Reorganization and employment reductions: because of the continuous process of change in the railway-sector (liberalization, joint ventures with bus-companies, focus on improving the service to customers etc.) reorganizations are the rule rather than an exception. Reorganizations generally do not result in employment reductions (there is a shortage of several types of qualified personnel). The negotiations focus on terms of employment, temporal and functional flexibility and sometimes the transfer of personnel to other companies.


Non appliccable 


The presence of forms of direct participation or innovative human resources management practices 


There are no forms of teamwork at NS


There is a well structured form of consultation of all personnel of the different departments (in Dutch: work-consultation).


Non appliccable


No employee ownership


Non appliccable


Other specific features


No board level representation or other specific features


The level of industrial conflict and its regulation


1. The Dutch official statistics only show the strikes for transport, storage and communication. In 1998, there were 9 conflicts recorded, with 700 working days lost and 1,100 workers involved. In 1997 there were 6 strikes, with 3,700 working days lost and 3,900 workers involved. There are no exact figures on the level of conflict for the railways in particular, but the sector is more strike prone than average, that is: there are many smaller conflicts with a high impact on society. The subject of the conflicts varies. In March 1999, FSV threatened to go to court because engine drivers were unable to take up their holidays. In June 1998, the same problem had resulted in a wildcat strike. In May 1998, members of FSV and the VVMC called a wildcat strike in the northeastern part of the Netherlands against the intended transfer of NS-personnel to a newly formed joint venture of NS and a bus company. In the beginning of December 1999, there was a wildcat strike near Rotterdam against the possible consequences of a joint venture between NS Cargo and Deutsche Bahn (Germany). Almost simultaneously, there was a strike against passenger aggression towards conductors.


Arbitration, ADR


At NS an arbitration board exists.  In principle all conflicts (including IR-conflicts) are submitted to this board, though for IR-conflicts this is not mandatory. The majority of the conflicts, however, is submitted to the board. If no solution can be found, the parties can go to court, or the unions can call a strike.


This board has a long tradition, and has been created by NS itself. 





C) Social partners evaluation of sectoral industrial relations


Social partners realize that the industrial relations in the railway-sector are tense, for Dutch standards. The traditional unions do not always agree with the more radical unions on the use of strikes and other forms of action. NS tries to change the traditional, hierarchical organization into a `modern company’, but realizes it still has some way to go.


D) Assessment


Industrial relations in the rail transport sector are relatively tense and will remain tense for the years to come. First, the process of liberalization, partly induced by the EU and partly by the Dutch government will continue. In the next few years, 33 railway tracks (though of minor importance) will be put up for public tender. Second, upcoming legislation and the creation of joint ventures with regional public transport companies will have consequences for the terms of employment of NS-employees and probably also for employment levels. Third, the railways have a long tradition of industrial conflict, especially among engine drivers and conductors. 


These ingredients suffice to ensure that the level of conflict will remain high, even if the present reduction of the speed of privatization and liberalization will continue.





Robbert van het Kaar, HSI


