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Poland: Industrial relations profile 
 

   

Facts and figures 
Area: 312,685 square kilometres 

Population: 37,960,000 

Language: Polish 

Capital: Warsaw (Warszawa) 

Currency: Polish Zloty (PLN) 

 

Economic background 

GDP per capita (2011) 

(in purchasing power standards, index: EU27=100)   

63 

Real GDP growth (% change on previous year) (2011)  4.3% 

Inflation rate (2011) 

(annual average rate of change 2010–2011) 

3.9%  

Average monthly labour costs, in € (2007) €996.8  

Average labour productivity (% change on previous 
year) (2011) 

3.3%  

Gross annual earnings, in € (2006) €8,177.9  

Gender pay gap (2010) 5.3%  

Employment rate (15–64 years) (2011) 59.7%  

Female employment rate (15–64 years) (2011) 53.1% 

Unemployment rate (15–64 years) (2011) 9.7% 

Monthly minimum wage PLN1,386/€336 (2011, annual 

average exchange rate); PLN 

1,500/€345 as of 1 Jan. 2012 

 

Industrial relations characteristics, pay and working time 

 

Trade union density (%) 

(Trade union members as a percentage of all employees in 
dependent employment) 

16% (2008), 15% (2010), 12% 

(2012) *  

Employer organisation density (%)  

(Percentage of employees employed by companies that 
are members of an employer organisation) 

20% (2006), 20% (2008), 20% 

(2010)** 
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Collective bargaining coverage (%) 

(Percentage of employees covered by collective 
agreements) 

25% (2008), 25% (2010), 25% 

(2012)*** 

Number of working days lost through industrial action 
per 1,000 employees  

16.6 (average 2009–2011, 

preliminary data for 2011)  

Collectively agreed pay increase (%)  

(annual average 2010–2011) 

n.a. 

Actual pay increase (%)  

(annual average 2010–2011) 

4.95% 

Collectively agreed weekly working hours n.a. 

Actual weekly working hours  

 

39.2 (2010), 39.2 (2011)  

Sources: Eurostat; *CBOS data series (2012); ** Industrial Relations in Europe 2010; 
*** Own estimates based on the data by the National Labour Inspectorate (PIP) 

 

Background 

Economic context 

In recent years, the system of industrial relations in Poland has been functioning in an 

increasingly difficult economic environment due to the effects of the global economic and 

financial crisis. Poland was the only country in the EU which managed to keep the positive value 

of GDP growth (1.7% in 2009, 3.9% in 2010, 4.3% in 2011). However, by the end of 2010, the 

positive economic performance had been overshadowed by a growing public deficit and debt 

pressure experienced by the right-wing liberal government of the Civic Platform (Platforma 

Obywatelska, PO). In order to keep the public debt at 55% of GDP, the government proposed 

several austerity measures in 2010–11, including changes in the pension system, freezing wages 

in the public sector and cuts in the domain of active labour market policies. 

Legal context 

Early 2009 saw the coming into force of the legislative Act of 21 November 2008 regarding 

amendment of the Polish Labour Code, designed to bring elements of Polish law in line with 

European Union rules. In its amended form, the Labour Code imposes upon employers new 

duties with respect to occupational health and safety.  

The legislative changes also applied to harassment in the workplace, expanding the very 

definition of ‘harassing’ as well as fortifying job protection. The new definition of harassment 

refers not only to violating an employee’s dignity, humiliating or demeaning her/him, but also to 

creation of an intimidating, hostile, or humiliating atmosphere in the workplace.  

Another legal instrument which came into force in 2009 was closely linked to the financial crisis 

– the legislative Act of 22 August 2009 regarding easing of the effects of the financial crisis for 

employees and employers, an element of the ‘anti-crisis package’ (PL0909019I). The overriding 

objective of this statute is to protect jobs. 

The legislative act regarding amendment of the Act on employee information and consultation 

brought (in July 2009) changes to the rules on consulting employees, for instance as regards 

elections to employee councils (the minimum number of employees needed for a motion to 

establish a council was reduced) and their financing (this duty is incumbent on the employer). 

http://www.platforma.org/
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/eiro/2009/09/articles/PL0909019I.htm
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No major changes in the legal context influencing the industrial relations systems were noted in 

2010–2011. However, some legal changes that have influence working conditions were 

introduced in 2010: 

 Introduction of Epiphany (6 January) as a national holiday and the removal of the employers’ 

legal obligation to offer a day off in exchange for a national holiday if the latter falls on 

Saturday;  

 Clause 130, item 21 of the Labour Code came into force in 2011, stipulating that employers 

are not legally obliged to offer a day off in exchange for a national holiday if it falls on 

Saturday or other day free of work according to the weekly work schedule; ‘Solidarity’ 

(NSZZ Solidarność) filed a motion to the Constitutional Court (Trybunał Konstytucyjny, 

TK), requesting a review of the new regulation to determine its compliance with the 

Constitution; 

 Changes in the regulations on combining a job with a pension. Employees who combine jobs 

with receiving pensions are allowed to keep their pensions if they terminate their employment 

before the end of September 2011 for a minimum of one day and their employers decide to 

re-employ them. 

In 2011 the following legislative developments concerning working conditions occurred (unless 

stated otherwise, those developments are scheduled to enter into force in 2012): 

 The working day for people with disabilities in employment was extended to eight hours 

(previously seven). 

 Sickness benefits available to employees undergoing hospitalisation (paid by social security) 

were made uniform, ending unequal treatment of employees aged 50 and more in that area. 

 Maternity leave was extended by two weeks (optional part of the leave extended up to four 

weeks in the case of a single child, or up to six weeks in the case of multiple birth).  

 Paternity leave was extended by up to two weeks and became available also to adoptive 

fathers on the same conditions as for natural ones. In such case it may be requested within 12 

months from the date of adoption (but only until the adoptee is seven years old or up to 10 

years of age in case of a child for whom schooling is postponed).  

 Overdue holiday may be carried over to the following year, provided the employer agrees, and 

valid until the end of September (previously, this was until the end of March). 

 From 1 January 2011 the Act of 3 December 2010 implementing certain provisions of the 

Directive 2006/54/EC entered into force; equal opportunities and equal treatment regulations 

now apply also to non-employees (working on the basis of civil and managerial contracts), 

although the extent of protection is not as wide as in the case of employees, to whom Labour 

Code regulations apply.  

 As of 31 December 2011, the anti-crisis legislation from July 2009 (PL0909019I) expired in 

effect Clause 25/1 of the Labour Code (allowing for only two consecutive fixed-term 

employment contracts) is no longer suspended.  

Industrial relations context 

The trend towards a greater decentralisation of collective bargaining continued in 2010. Concerns 

over the current global economic crisis might have strengthened social dialogue at national level 

in 2009, leading to the joint proposal of anti-crisis measures elaborated by social partners in the 

Tripartite Commission for Social and Economic Affairs (hereinafter: Tripartite Commission) 

(Trójstronna Komisja ds. Społeczno Gospodarczych, TK) (PL0907019I). However, in 2010 a 

growing lack of interest on the part of the government in tripartite social dialogue was observed – 

manifested not only by the fact that the Tripartite Commission met only twice during the whole 

http://www.solidarnosc.org.pl/
http://www.trybunal.gov.pl/
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/eiro/2009/09/articles/PL0909019I.htm
http://www.dialog.gov.pl/komisja_trojstronna
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/eiro/2009/07/articles/PL0907019I.htm
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year at plenary sessions but also by the unprecedented event of the government disregarding the 

Commission’s decision on the rise in national minimum wage for 2011 and forcing its own 

viewpoint (translating to the level of PLN1,386, while the social partners had agreed on the 

increase to PLN1,408) into becoming a law. In September 2011, as a result of the lack of 

agreement between employers and trade unions in the Tripartite Commission, the government 

made again the unilateral decision on minimum wage increase in 2012 to PLN1,500 

(PL1110019I). No significant progress in concluding multi-employer collective agreements has 

been noted.  

Main actors  
The main actors in Polish industrial relations are the organisations that participate in the work of 

the Tripartite Commission, operating on the basis of the 2001 Act on the Tripartite Commission 

for Social and Economic Affairs and the Voivodeship Committees of Social Dialogue. The act 

specifies the criteria of representativeness for the social partners that need to be met in order to be 

entitled to participate in the Tripartite Commission. In the case of trade unions, it is over 300,000 

members. In addition, there are two following criteria of representativeness to be met by unions at 

the national level: (1) trade union confederations should be active in the entities of national 

economy, whose main form of economic activity is specified in more than half of the sections of 

Polish Classification of Economic Activity; (2) in determining the membership of the 

representative union organisations, no more than 100,000 members can be taken into account per 

one section of Polish Classification of Economic Activity. Employer organisation is considered to 

be representative in the national scale, if it jointly fulfils following criteria: it associates 

employers who employ more than 300,000 employees in total and it is active in the national scale 

within more than half of trades (branches) in the national economy.  

A total of three trade union organisations in Poland meet the above criteria. They are the:  

 The Independent Self-Governing Trade Union Solidarity (Niezależny Samorządny Związek 

Zawodowy Solidarnosc, NSZZ Solidarność); 

 The All-Poland Alliance of Trade Unions (Ogólnopolskie Porozumienie Związków 

Zawodowych, OPZZ);  

 Trade Unions Forum (Forum Związków Zawodowych, FZZ). 

Currently, there are four employer organisations which meet the criteria of representativeness on 

the national level:  

 the Business Centre Club, BCC;  

 the Polish Confederation of Private Employers Lewiatan (Polska Konfederacja Pracodawców 

Prywatnych Lewiatan, PKPP Lewiatan);  

 The Employers of Poland (Pracodawcy Rzeczypospolitej Polskiej, Pracodawcy RP); 

 the Polish Crafts Association (Związek Rzemiosła Polskiego, ZRP); 

Trade unions 

Main trends in trade union density 

No official, administrative data on trade union density are available in Poland. Therefore, one 

needs to rely on research findings. The Public Opinion Research Centre (Centrum Badania Opinii 

Społecznej, CBOS) carries out a survey on the subject once a year. The latest survey (published 

in April 2012) shows that 6% of the adult population were members of trade unions. This 

corresponds to 12% of all employees. The CBOS surveys demonstrate that trade union density 

stabilised at this low level in 2006–2010. The decrease noted in the 2012 edition of the survey as 

http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/eiro/2011/10/articles/pl1110019i.htm
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/areas/industrialrelations/dictionary/definitions/REPRESENTATIVENESS.htm
http://www.solidarnosc.org.pl/
http://www.opzz.org.pl/
http://www.fzz.org.pl/
http://www.bcc.org.pl/
http://www.pkpplewiatan.pl/
http://www.pracodawcyrp.pl/
http://www.zrp.pl/
http://www.cbos.pl/
http://www.cbos.pl/SPISKOM.POL/2012/K_052_12.PDF
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compared to 2010, when trade union density stood at 15%, does not necessarily imply its further 

decline since it is still within the margin of statistical error (+/- 3%) typical of this kind of 

research.  

Trade union membership in Poland is dominated by low-rank specialists and professionals (e.g. 

teachers, engineers), as well as skilled blue-collar workers and foremen. The most unionised 

sector is education, followed by black coal mining, higher education, water, electricity and gas 

supply, manufacturing, healthcare, public administration and transportation. Industries with the 

least trade union representation include the retail, construction, as well as hotels, restaurants and 

catering.  

Most important trade union confederations  

There are three most important trade union confederations which are representative on the 

national level: NSZZ Solidarność, OPZZ and FZZ.  

NSZZ Solidarność remains the largest trade union confederation. According to the CBOS 

surveys, 5%–6% of all employees are members. According to its internal statistics, NSZZ 

Solidarność had 648,868 members as of June 2010. The CBOS surveys suggest that OPZZ 

membership stands at 3% of all employees. The self-reported membership statistics for the 

European Trade Union Confederation (ETUC) roughly confirm this figure; according to this 

source OPZZ had 318,000 members in 2010. FZZ comprises 2% of all employees (CBOS 

surveys). However, the confederation claims to have higher membership which would stand on 

the level of over 400,000 members. Around 2% of all employees belong to trade unions unrelated 

to any of the three biggest union confederations.  

Main trade union developments  

Since 2002, when FZZ was founded, there have been no major attempts by trade unions which 

would lead to their consolidation into new confederations.  

In 2010, all three big unions held national congresses and both Solidarity and Trade Unions 

Forum elected new chairpersons. While no significant shifts in policy were noted, it is clear they 

are trying to distance themselves from party politics and a disinterest from the government in 

tripartite dialogue could, in the long run, lead to closer links between social partners. Trade union 

confederations were strongly involved in the debate on ‘junk contracts’ (PL1111019I) – fixed-

term contracts and civil law contracts which are not governed by labour law and exclude workers 

from minimum pay regulations and social security contributions. NSZZ Solidarność also 

announced a change in its strategy, aiming to decisively distance itself from party politics 

(PL1106049I). In September 2011, the ‘Euro-demonstration’ took place in Wrocław 

(PL1109029I).      

Two major trade unions, NSZZ Solidarność and OPZZ, also continued their efforts to acquire 

new members in the private sector. In the case of NSZZ Solidarność, trade union organising 

activities are carried out via the Union Development Office (Dział Rozwoju Związku). In OPZZ, 

they are mostly coordinated via a horizontal trade union called the Confederation of Labour 

(Konfederacja Pracy, KP). As in earlier years, trade union organising in 2010 and 2011 targeted 

in particular the retail sector and the private security sector. Decentralised trade union organising 

activities have also been carried out by other trade unions.  

Employer organisations 

The most reliable data on Polish employers organisations’ density can be retrieved from the 

sources employed by the European Commission (as quoted in Industrial Relations in Europe, 

2010). The organisation density remains among the lowest in EU27 and is assessed at 20%. 

http://www.etuc.org/
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/eiro/2011/11/articles/pl1111019i.htm
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/eiro/2011/06/articles/pl1106049i.htm
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/eiro/2011/09/articles/pl1109029i.htm
http://konfederacjapracy.org.pl/
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Four central-level organisations report having the following structures in terms of size (all data 

self-reported, see PL0910049q).  

 BCC – 604 companies (compared with 714 in 2004); as for the employment volume of 

member employers, only data regarding the whole of BCC is available, and, as the 

organisation reports, approximately 600,000 persons are employed by companies associated 

with the BCC (as of 2009). 

 PKPP ‘Lewiatan’ – 60 lower-level employer organisations (comprising regional chambers and 

sectoral chambers) and 25 enterprises (compared with 53 organisations in 2004); according to 

self-reported data, 3,750 employers associated with the PKPP employ approximately 700,000 

workers (as of 2011).  

 Pracodawcy RP – 29 lower-level employer’ organisations (comprising 22 sectoral chambers 

and 7 regional chambers) and 59 enterprises (compared with 53 organisations in 2004), KPP 

claims that the associated 7,500 employers employ roughly 3 million workers (as of 2011). 

 ZRP – directly affiliated: 28 crafts chambers (26 territorial chambers and 2 sectoral chambers) 

affiliated indirectly, through the chambers: a further 478 guilds (481 in 2004) and 186 crafts 

cooperatives, as ZRP asserts, more than 300,000 companies (self-employed included) are 

associated with the organisation (as of 2011). 

Most important employer organisations  

There are four nationwide employer organisations in Poland which fit into the category of 

national ‘peak’ employer organisations and  are considered representative in line with the Act on 

Tripartite Commission for Social and Economic Affairs and Regional Social Dialogue 

Commissions of 2001 (PL0910049q): BCC, PKPP Lewiatan, Pracodawcy RP and ZRP.  

In June 2010, the Confederation of Polish Employers (Konfederacja Pracodawców Polskich, 

KPP) officially announced it was changing its name to Employers of Poland (PL1007019i) 

National employer organisations do not engage in collective negotiations at company level. At 

national level, employer organisations are relatively well organised; however, at regional and 

sectoral levels, they have hardly any form of organisation. Therefore, they are reluctant to engage 

in multi-employer collective bargaining. 

Many employers do not belong to any employer organisation – hence the conviction, especially 

among some trade unionists, that the employer organisations do not represent all employers, but 

only lobbyists. This opinion is not entirely justified, as employer organisations are in fact a party 

of the Tripartite Commission in accordance with the accepted criteria of representativeness.  

Another matter is the specificity of Polish companies, which are rather dispersed in terms of 

employee numbers, mainly consisting of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) – which are 

not usually interested in a common voice and wider coordination.  

Since 2002, when the BCC won a seat on the Tripartite Commission, there has been no change in 

the structure of the employers’ side of social dialogue at the national level. At the moment it 

seems unlikely that any new entity could win recognition as representative. It is also doubtful 

whether any major split could occur within any of the four organisations. On the other hand, the 

probability of any merger among the four organisations appears quite low. 

http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/eiro/studies/tn0910049s/pl0910049q.htm
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/eiro/studies/tn0910049s/pl0910049q.htm
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/eiro/2010/07/articles/pl1007019i.htm
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Industrial relations  

Collective bargaining 

Levels of collective bargaining 

 National level 
(Intersectoral) 

Sectoral 
level 

Company 
level 

Principal or dominant level    X 

Important but not dominant level    

Existing level X  X  

The legal regulations provide for concluding collective agreements at two levels: 

 company agreements – between an employer and the trade union organisation(s) at company 

level; 

 multi-employer agreements – between the sectoral or regional trade union organisation and the 

employer organisation representing a group of employers. 

At enterprise level any union and a specific employer are allowed to enter into a company 

agreement, so that all unions active within the company are entitled to be a party to agreement of 

such type. However, at supra-enterprise level only representative unions have the right to be 

parties to multi-employer collective agreements. By virtue of the Clause 241/17 of the Labour 

Code, in order to be recognised as representative a union has to meet at least one of the following 

conditions: 1) having representative status on the national level and therefore participating in the 

Tripartite Commission; 2) comprising at least 10% of total employees within a formally 

demarcated domain; the total must be no less than 10,000 members; or 3) having the highest 

number of members within the group of employees to be covered by a multi-employer agreement. 

By virtue of Clause 241/15 of the Labour Code, any employer association has a right to conclude 

collective agreements at multi-employer level.  

The collective bargaining coverage in Poland is no higher than 25% and systematically 

diminishing. However, it is impossible to provide a precise estimate of the coverage rate of 

collective agreements as employers are not legally obliged to update the data on the number of 

employees covered by the agreements already concluded.  

In 2008 there were 2,395 company-level collective agreements and additional protocols to 

existing agreements (protocols being the usual mechanism for renewing agreements), as 

compared to 4,144 agreements in 2000. In 2009, 123 new collective agreements were signed, of 

which only 24 were in companies without existing agreements (as compared to 115 in 2002). 

According to the most recent 2010 report of the National Labour Inspectorate (Państwowa 

Inspekcja Pracy, PIP), the number of new collective agreements rose slightly to 130 in 2010. 

Simultaneously, the number of additional protocols to existing collective continued to decline 

from 1,876 in 2009 to 1,552 in 2010.  

According to the register of multi-employer collective agreements held by the Ministry of Labour 

and Social Policy (Ministerstwo Pracy i Polityki Społecznej, MPiPS), as of December 2011 there 

were 170 such agreements, of which 65 were dissolved by one of their signatory parties and 11 

were considered to be ‘dead’ since in each case the signatory on the employers’ side had lost its 

legal prerogatives to be a part of the agreement. That left 94 multi-employer collective 

agreements still in force covering 390,000 employees, i.e. around 2.9% of the labour force. The 

multi-employer collective agreements covered mostly the public services employees in the 

sectors such as railways, the public administration (the Ministry of Defence), the education sector 

(except for teachers), state forestry, as well as the military sector, brown coal mining, energy 

http://www.pip.gov.pl/html/pl/sprawozd/10/pdf/r02.pdf
http://www.pip.gov.pl/
http://www.mpips.gov.pl/
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supply, Polish Telecom and a small part of the construction sector. The majority of those 

agreements originated in the late 1990s. 

Collective agreements are legally binding. The party that is authorised to conclude a collective 

agreement cannot refuse to enter into collective bargaining if it aims at concluding a new 

collective agreement or if the change in an existing collective agreement is required because of 

the significant change in the economic situation of an employer or the worsening situation of 

employees. Collective agreements can be concluded for a definite or indefinite period of time. 

The agreements can be dissolved based on the unanimous declaration of both parties or at the end 

of the period for which an agreement was concluded. Alternatively, the agreements can be 

terminated by one party with a (usually three months) notice. Changes in the existing collective 

agreements have to be introduced through additional protocols.  

Extension of collective agreements  

Clause 248/14, section 4 of the Labour Code states that multi-employer collective agreements can 

be extended by the decree of the Ministry of Labour and Social Policy to employers who are not 

affiliated to the signatory employer associations following a joint request of an employer 

association and a multi-employer trade union. However, this legal opportunity is not used in 

practice as in general multi-employer collective agreements are very rare in Poland.  

Opt-outs in collective agreements 

By virtue of Clause 241/ 27 section 1-3 of the Labour Code, company collective agreements and 

multi-employer collective agreements, or their parts, can be suspended by signatory parties for a 

period no longer than three years due to economic difficulties of the employer. According to the 

PIP data, in 2009 the number of agreements to suspend a part of collective agreements (206 

cases) was three times higher than in 2008. They concerned mostly the suspension of various 

bonuses and fringe benefits. In 2010 the number of such agreements fell to130 cases. No 

information about their sectoral coverage is available.  

Main mechanisms in wage bargaining coordination 

The system for determining wages in Poland is a multi-tiered one, though the relative significance 

of each tier and the scope of decisions made at a certain level do vary (PL0808019q). At the 

central level, the minimum monthly remuneration is negotiated on an annual basis within the 

Tripartite Commission. At sectoral level, the number of multi-employer pay agreements in force 

remained very small, and – apart from a few exceptions – their influence on the general state of 

wages in Poland is modest. A typical collective agreement formulates a framework which is then 

fleshed out with details by company-level collective agreements, with their seniority structure and 

wage tables. Company-level collective agreements might be considered an important wage-

setting mechanism affecting wages. However, the number of such agreements is rather limited. 

Employers usually prefer to draw up in-house remuneration rules, as mandated by the Polish 

Labour Code for entities employing at least 20 persons. In smaller entities, remuneration issues 

are regulated by individual employment contracts between the employer and individual 

employees. 

Main trends in collective bargaining 

The company remains the predominant level of collective bargaining. The process of 

decentralisation and abandonment of the supra-company and sectoral collective agreements has 

become a permanent tendency in the industrial relations system.  

http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/eiro/studies/tn0808019s/pl0808019q.htm


PL1209019Q Jan Czarzasty, Jan Czarzasty, Adam Mrozowicki 9/17 

 

Other issues in collective agreements 

There is no systematic data on the content of collective agreements. The information about 

company collective agreements collected by the National Labour Inspectorate (Państwowa 

Inspekcja Pracy, PIP) suggests that collective agreements mostly concern the rules of 

remuneration and additional benefits, including jubilee awards, severance and disability payments 

and compensating for the termination of the job contract.The issues of health and safety, working 

time, holidays or trainings are very rarely regulated by collective agreements. If they appear, the 

provisions in collective agreements rarely exceed those stipulated by law.  

Focus on training and lifelong learning issues 

As there is no data on the content of collective agreements, it is difficult to assess to which extent 

the issues of training and lifelong learning are dealt with in collective agreements. However, the 

issues of apprenticeships, traineeships and lifelong learning are not considered to be the core 

subjects of collective bargaining in Poland at any level (PL0804049q).  

Focus on gender equality in collective bargaining? 

As documented by a report for the ETUC (ETUC, 2007), the issue of gender equality is rarely 

addressed in collective bargaining by two major confederations, NSZZ Solidarność and OPZZ. 

The gender pay gap is equally rarely present in the collective bargaining agenda of other trade 

unions and employer associations (PL0912019q). 

Industrial disputes 

Frequency of strikes 

In the years 2009–2011, the number of strikes remained at the relatively low level. In 2009, the 

Central Statistical Office (Główny Urząd Statystyczny, GUS) reported 49 strikes involving 

24,000 employees, in 2010 there were 79 strikes which involved 21,800 employees and in 2011 

53 strikes which involved 18,700 employees. Working time lost due to strikes in 2011 amounted 

to 207,900 working hours; that is, 11 hours per striker (preliminary data), while in 2010 total of 

107,000 working hours were lost due to strikes (8 hours for every participant), and in 2009 the 

figures were 68,400 hours and three hours, respectively. The figures include only official strike 

actions.  

Sectors involved 

In 2010, strikes involved the employees of healthcare institutions, juridical institutions 

(prosecutors) transport (air crew at Polish Airlines LOT), retail sector (hypermarkets), as well as 

electricity suppliers (the Energa Group). There was also a wave of trade union demonstrations in 

autumn 2010 which involved public sector employees, railway workers, miners and employees in 

hypermarkets.  

In 2011, the most important industrial actions took place in the regional railways (PL1108019I), 

manufacturing, healthcare and black coal-mining.  

Main reasons for collective action 

The main reasons for strike actions in 2009–2011 were unmet pay demands, the consultation of 

restructuring and privatisation plans with trade unions, working time and employment practices, 

including increased work pressures and the replacement of permanent staff by contract workers. 

http://www.pip.gov.pl/html/en/html/index.htm
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/eiro/studies/tn0804048s/pl0804049q.htm
http://www.etuc.org/IMG/pdf_English_complet.pdf
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/eiro/studies/tn0912018s/pl0912019q.htm
http://www.stat.gov.pl/
http://www.lot.com/web/lot/home
http://www.energa.pl/
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/eiro/2011/08/articles/pl1108019i.htm
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Collective industrial dispute resolution mechanisms 

As for the collective disputes that preceded strikes, the most recent published data come from 

2010 National Labour Inspectorate (Państwowa Inspekcja Pracy, PIP) report.  

In 2010 the PIP obtained 342 notices concerning collective disputes (as compared to 433 notices 

in 2009). The most frequent subject of disputes in 2010 concerned pay. In 2009, the disputes also 

referred to working conditions, trade union rights and social benefits. The general decline in the 

number of disputes is explained by the fear of job losses in the time of economic crisis and the 

improvement in the company level social dialogue. 

The disputes in 2010 most often ended in signing an agreement (134 cases, the same number as in 

2009) or a protocol of disagreements (70 cases in 2009, 13 cases in 2010). However, the PIP data 

are not complete since employers are not required to inform the PIP about the conflict resolution 

mechanism. 

Tripartite concertation 

The forum of tripartite dialogue in Poland is the Tripartite Commission which operates by virtue 

of the Tripartite Commission for Social and Economic Affairs and Regional Social Dialogue 

Commissions of 2001. The Tripartite Commission members are government representatives, 

appointed by the prime minister, and representatives of trade union confederations and employer 

organisations that are representative on the national level.  

A total of 10 thematic teams function within the Tripartite Commission in the areas of: 

 state economic policy and the labour market;  

 labour law and collective bargaining agreements; 

 social dialogue development; 

 social insurance; 

 public services; 

 the budget, wages and social benefits; 

 cooperation with the International Labour Organization (ILO); 

 European Structural Funds;  

 the revised European Social Charter;  

 EU affairs. 

Aside from the national dimension of tripartite social dialogue, there are also two other 

dimensions: regional and sectoral. At the regional level, Voivodship Social Dialogue 

Commissions (Wojewódzkie Komisje Dialogu Społecznego, WKDS) serve as tripartite social 

dialogue institutions. There are 16 of these commissions (one in each voivodship; voivodships 

being the units of the administrative division of the Polish state). The existence of the regional 

commissions is stipulated by the Act on the Tripartite Commission. The commissions include 

representatives of trade unions, employer organisations, local government (Marshal of 

Voivodship), and central government (Voivode). Regional commissions play an advisory role on 

issues relevant for social partners at the local scale.  

At the sectoral level, there are Tripartite Sectoral Teams serving as institutions of social dialogue. 

The Teams play an advisory role for the government on the issues related to the problems of 

particular branches of the national economy. Currently, there are 13 sectoral teams for the 

following area:  

 Energy Sector (Zespół Trójstronny ds. Branży Energetycznej) 

http://www.pip.gov.pl/html/pl/sprawozd/10/pdf/r02.pdf
http://www.ilo.org/
http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/areas/industrialrelations/dictionary/definitions/europeansocialcharter.htm
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 Social Conditions of the Metallurgy Sector Restructuring (Zespół Trójstronny ds. Społecznych 

Warunków Restrukturyzacji Hutnictwa) 

 Miners’ Social Security (Zespół Trójstronny ds. Bezpieczeństwa Socjalnego Górników) 

 Social and Economic Issues and the Restructuring Conditions of Sulphur Mining and 

Processing Industries (Zespół Trójstronny ds. Społeczno-Gospodarczych Restrukturyzacji 

Górnistwa i Przetwórstwa Siarki) 

 Textile Industry (Zespół Trójstronny ds. Przemysłu Lekkiego) 

 Social and Economic Issues and the Restructuring Conditions of Defence-Related 

Manufacturing (Zespół Trójstronny ds. Społeczno-Gospodarczych Warunków 

Restrukturyzacji Zakładów Przemysłowego Potencjału Obronnego)  

 Chemical Sector (Zespół Trójstronny ds. Branży Chemicznej) 

 Fishery and Sailing (Zespół Trójstronny ds. Żeglugi i Rybołówstwa)  

 Construction and Public Utilities (Zespół Trójstronny ds. Budownictwa i Gospodarki 

Komunalnej) 

 Railways (Zespół Trójstronny ds. Kolejnictwa) 

 Healthcare sector (Zespół Trójstronny ds. Ochrony Zdrowia) 

 Brown Coal-Mining Sector (Zespół Trójstronny ds. Branży Węgla Brunatnego)  

 Ship-Building Industry (Zespół Trójstronny ds. Przemysłu Stoczniowego).  

Main trends 

The Tripartite Commission has competencies in two areas only: setting the pay increase 

indicators in companies and in the state budget sector, which has a direct impact on wages in the 

wider public sector; and participating in the preliminary phase of drawing up the state budget. 

The Tripartite Commission also plays an advisory role in the decision on the growth of pensions 

and allowances included in the Social Insurance Fund, the minimum income level, the income 

criteria for social policy interventions and the level of family allowances. In addition, the 

Tripartite Commission has the right to express opinions on every matter of significant importance 

to the economy or social affairs if it believes that resolving the matter would be important to 

preserving social peace.  

One of the biggest achievements of the Tripartite Commission at the outset of economic crisis 

was the joint negotiation of the ‘anti-crisis’ legislative package by social partners in the Tripartite 

Commission on in June 2009 (PL0907019I). 

In 2010, the activity of the Tripartite Commission decreased. The presidency of the Tripartite 

Commission met seven times and the whole Tripartite Commission five times. The Commission 

tackled such problems as:  

 annual pay increase indicator in the state budget sector in 2011; 

 amount of the national minimum wage; 

 the utilisation of the European funds;  

 innovative economy in the field of education and higher education.  

In 2011, a further stalemate of the tripartite social dialogue was observed. The presidency of the 

Tripartite Commission met five times, and there were also six plenary sessions of the body. 

Besides an agreement on the increase of income criteria for social assistance and a 

recommendation to intensify the development of the governmental programme of local 

governments’ loans for SMEs, the Tripartite Commission was unable to reach any significant 

agreements. No resolutions were voted on. 

http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/eiro/2009/07/articles/PL0907019I.htm
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Sectoral committees had a limited say in the first years after their founding. However, recent 

developments, including their involvement in negotiating anti-crisis measures in 2008–2009 and a 

dozen or so meetings in 2010, demonstrate their growing role in Polish industrial relations.  

The regional social dialogue structures – WKDS – still have a rather limited impact on 

policymaking and play a merely advisory role on issues relevant for social partners at the local 

scale. 

Workplace representation 

Main channels of employee representation  

Two main channels of employee representation at workplace level include trade unions and 

works councils. Works councils have more extensive rights to information than trade unions. 

However, trade unions enjoy monopoly with regard to: 

 negotiating collective labour agreements;  

 starting the procedure of collective disputes, participating in conflict resolution and organising 

strikes and other forms of worker protests.  

The threshold for establishment of a basic unit of trade unions (company-level union) is 

determined by the Trade Union Act at 10 eligible employees. According to the Labour Code, a 

company union is considered representative if it assembles more than 10% of employees in an 

enterprise. However, trade union organisation at the company-level may also become 

representative through affiliation to one of the trade union confederations present in the Tripartite 

Commission, provided it associates more than 7% employees within a company. Representative 

union organisations at the company level have a right to be provided with infrastructure for their 

activity by an employer, and their representatives are protected against dismissal during the term 

of their office and one year after, but the number of protected individuals depends on the number 

of union members at the workplace. 

Regulations regarding works councils form part of the Act of 7 April 2006 on employee 

information and consultation (the I&C Act). The act aims to implement the obligations resulting 

from the EU Directive 2002/14/EC establishing a general framework for informing and 

consulting employees. The transition period for the establishment of works councils in companies 

employing at least 100 people lasted until 23 March 2008. After that date, works councils became 

mandatory in companies with more than 50 employees, except for (1) state-owned enterprises in 

which employee board-level representation exists, based on the Act on State-owned Enterprises 

of 1981; (2) enterprises with mixed capital (public-private) employing at least 50 employees, (3) 

state-owned film enterprises.  

According to the I&C act, the employer is obliged to inform the works council about the 

following matters: 

 operations and the economic situation of the employer, and envisaged changes in this respect; 

 the state of affairs, structure and envisaged changes with regard to employment, as well as 

actions aiming to maintain the current level of employment; 

 actions that may cause important changes in the organisation of work or employment. 

The employer is also obliged to consult the works council regarding the last two points. 

Under the original I&C Act, in unionised workplaces works council members were to be 

appointed by trade unions (in consensus). If there were no trade unions in the company, they were 

to be elected by a ballot of all employees. On 1 July 2008 the Constitutional Tribunal ruled the 

regulations of the I&C Act on the elections system in the part concerning unionised workplaces 

unconstitutional, due to the fact that they effectively denied the non-members of the company-

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/smartapi/cgi/sga_doc?smartapi!celexapi!prod!CELEXnumdoc&lg=EN&numdoc=32002L0014&model=guichett
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level trade unions any say in the make-up of works councils. For that reason, the Act had to be 

amended in May 2009 by revoking the articles infringing on the Constitution. The new ruling 

determines that candidates for works councils members may be proposed by a group of at least 10 

employees and are to be elected in general ballots (in companies employing less than 100 

employees) or at least 20 employees (in larger companies).  

According to data from the Ministry of Labour and Social Policy, since 15 December 2011 3,268 

works councils have been established. In other words, works councils were founded in only 

around 9% of companies covered by the I&C Act (PL1009029Q). In addition, by 1 March 2007 

agreements had been signed by employers and trade unions in 4,400 companies before the Act 

took effect in order to implement its recommendations without establishing works councils.  

Works councils exist mostly in unionised enterprises (around 70% of all cases). If there is no 

strong trade union and a supportive board in the company, their information and consultation 

prerogatives are usually limited.  

Aside from works councils and trade unions, the third institutional platform for employees’ 

interest representation in Poland are European Work Councils (EWC), which act on the basis of 

the EU Directive 94/45/EC implemented in Poland in the Act of European Work Councils of 5 

April 2002. Polish workers managed to place their representatives on EWCs even before their 

formal introduction to national legislation in 2002. In most cases, the EWC members are chosen 

by trade unions, except for the cases when either unions fail to reach agreement or there are no 

trade unions in the company. In the latter situation, they are elected by at least 100 employees or 

their representatives.  

In state-owned enterprises, a residual form of self-management exists: Rady Pracownicze 

(workers’ councils). These councils function in line with the Act on State-owned Enterprises 

passed in September 1981. However, the influence of this Act has been steadily decreasing. In the 

‘commercialised’ companies, i.e. the enterprises prepared for privatisation in which the state 

remains the main shareholder, the number of employees’ representatives on the supervisory board 

is regulated by internal statute. Company board-level representation of employees depends on 

shares owned by the state in an enterprise. In the totally private enterprises, workers are not 

legally entitled to seats on supervisory boards unless specified otherwise in their internal statues 

as the result of collective bargaining.  

In non-unionised enterprises, there might also be ad hoc representatives are appointed by an 

employer or elected by employees according to procedures elaborated by an employer. The ad 

hoc representatives might deal with the issues such as: (a) crisis-related regulations (e.g. changes 

in the establishment-level regulations concerning the terms of employment, working time etc.); 

(b) employee pension programmes; (c) employee benefit funds.  

Regulation of employee representationh 

The regulation of trade unions is codified by the Trade Union Act of 23 May 1991, as well as by 

the range of regulations of the Labour Code.  

The general structure, rights and functioning of works councils are determined by the Act of 7 

April 2006 on employee information and consultation. However, article 5 of the I&C Act gives 

way to organisation-specific arrangements. As for 31 May 2010, organisation-specific 

arrangements were concluded in 1108 (36%) enterprises in which works councils existed. 

European Work Councils (EWC) act on the basis of the EU Directive 94/45/EC implemented in 

Poland in the Act of European Work Councils of 5 April 2002. 

Main channels of employee representation 

 Works council Trade union 

http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/eiro/studies/tn1009029s/pl1009029q.htm
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/smartapi/cgi/sga_doc?smartapi!celexapi!prod!CELEXnumdoc&lg=EN&numdoc=31994L0045&model=guichett
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/smartapi/cgi/sga_doc?smartapi!celexapi!prod!CELEXnumdoc&lg=EN&numdoc=31994L0045&model=guichett


PL1209019Q Jan Czarzasty, Jan Czarzasty, Adam Mrozowicki 14/17 

 

(Rada 
Pracowników) 

(WC) 

(Związek 
Zawodowy) 

(TU) 

1 Most important body  X 

2 Alternative body X  

Employee rights 

Employee rights result directly from the Labour Code. 

At company level, the body responsible for overseeing health and safety at work and the 

protection of employee rights is the ‘social labour inspectorate’. It is a social service performed 

by employees; its purpose is to ensure that employers provide safe and healthy working 

conditions and protect employee rights stipulated by law. The social labour inspectorate 

represents the interests of all employees but it depends on the trade unions in organisational 

matters as the company unions organise the election of the social labour inspector. Consequently, 

the social labour inspectorate exists only in unionised companies.  

The social labour inspectorate mostly has supervisory competencies with regard to the employer’s 

observance of labour law regulations and the provisions of the collective bargaining agreements. 

The labour regulations cover: the health and safety of employees; leave; working time; the 

protection of working women, minors and people with disabilities; and social benefits resulting 

from accidents at work and occupational diseases.  

Social labour inspectorates can issue a recommendation and the employer is obliged to provide 

for its implementation. The employer may also submit an objection to the appropriate national 

labour inspector, who can issue a decision or apply other legal measures. 

The National Labour Inspectorate (Państwowa Inspekcja Pracy, PIP) is the state body responsible 

for the supervision and enforcement of compliance with the labour law; it is regulated by the 

National Labour Inspectorate Act of 13 April 2007. PIP monitors and enforces the observance of 

labour law and also gives opinions on draft legal acts in the area of employment. Its tasks also 

include discovering infringements of employee rights and participating as a public prosecutor in 

court proceedings regarding these infringements. In their work, labour inspectors cooperate with 

trade unions, employer organisations, self-governing staff bodies, employee councils, social 

labour inspectorates, the state administration and local authorities.  

Disputes pertaining to labour law are adjudicated by the labour courts. The Labour Code states, 

however, that the employer and employee should seek a friendly settlement of a dispute through a 

reconciliation committee established jointly by the employer and the trade union organisation. 

Alternatively, this committee can be established upon employee approval if no trade union is 

present in the company. Employee can also sue the employer directly in a labour court.  

Pay and working time developments 

Minimum wage 

There is a statutory national minimum wage, which is set according to rules stipulated by the Act 

of 10 October 2002 on the minimum remuneration for labour (ustawa z dnia 10 października 

2002 r. o minimalnym wynagrodzeniu za pracę). 
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Negotiation of minimum wage  

The gross national minimum wage for 2010 was PLN1,317 (€330, calculated using the annual 

average exchange rate for 2010). In 2011 it was raised to PLN1,386 (€336, annual average 

exchange rate for 2011), and in 2012 it rose to PLN1,500 (€345, as of 1 January 2012). The 

minimum wage setting mechanism is defined by the Act on the minimum remuneration for labour 

of 2002, according to which the level of minimum wage is determined by the Tripartite 

Commission on annual basis. While negotiating the level of minimum wage for the next year, the 

Tripartite Commission takes into consideration the following:  

1. the point of departure for the negotiations is the proposal submitted to the Tripartite 

Commission by the government by 15 June, which must not propose a level lower than the 

current minimum wage adjusted by the national Consumer Price Index (CPI) forecast figure 

for the next year, and, in case the current minimum wage is lower then 50% of the average 

pay in the national economy, additionally by two-thirds of the GDP growth forecast for the 

year; 

2. the decision is to be taken by 15 July; 

3. the decision is to be officially announced by 15 September. 

  

In case the Tripartite Commission fails to reach agreement on the level of minimum wage for the 

following year by 15 July, then the decision is to be taken by the government (the Council of 

Ministers) and officially announced by 15 September. However, the level of the minimum wage 

determined by the government in such a way must not be lower than the level initially proposed 

to the Tripartite Commission.  

In the event that the CPI forecast for the next year is lower than 5%, the minimum wage is 

adjusted once a year (effective 1 January); however, if the CPI forecast is at least 5%, then the 

minimum wage is adjusted twice a year (effective as of 1 January and 1 July). 

The only case in which a reduced rate (80%) of the national minimum wage is allowed by the Act 

on the minimum remuneration for labour applies to workers in their first year of employment. 

Pay developments 

According to national statistics data, in 2011 the level of average monthly gross annual earnings 

was PLN3,399.52 (for the public sector the figure was PLN3,961.03, while the private sector 

figure was PLN3,217.95). In 2010 the figures were PLN3,224.98 (average monthly gross) 

(PLN3,771.32 for public sector and PLN3,041.57 for private sector), while in 2009 they 

amounted to PLN3,102.96, PLN3,607.32 and PLN2,922.01 respectively.  

Working time 

Statutory weekly working time 

The statutory weekly working time is subject of regulations of Chapter VI of the Labour Code 

and amounts to 40 hours.  

Working time as an issue in collective bargaining 

Collective agreement regulations regarding working time usually follow the terms defined by the 

Labour Code and specific legal regulations that apply to particular professional groups/vocations.  
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Actual weekly working hours  

Actual working hours vary significantly depending on employment status and ownership sector. 

According to the national Labour Force Survey (LFS), as of the fourth quarter of 2011 the 

average number of hours worked per week was as follows: the national economy 38.5 (public 

sector 36.7, private sector 39.0); for employees – 38.4 (public sector – 36.7, private sector – 

39.2); and for the self-employed 40.5 hours.  

In the same reference period (fourth quarter) in 2010 weekly working hours in the national 

economy amounted to 38.5 (public sector 36.6, private sector – 39.2); for employees – 38.6 

(public sector – 36.6, private sector – 39.6); and for the self-employed  40.4 hours. 
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