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Supplement Industrial relations in the automotive sector Insert

The automotive sector, including the production of both
vehicles and components, employs around 8% of the EU’s
manufacturing workforce. However, its significance goes
beyond this, not least as a traditional stronghold of trade
unions and collective bargaining, and as a major source of
innovation in areas such as the organisation of production
and industrial relations. 

The comparative supplement in this issue of EIRObserver
analyses the main characteristics of today’s industrial relations
in the automotive sector in the current EU Member States,
Norway and four of the countries which join the EU in 2004
(Hungary, Poland, Slovakia and Slovenia). It examines the key
features of trade union and employer representation and
collective bargaining, and looks at the policies adopted by
companies. It also takes a special look at the evidence of the
emergence of some form of transnational industrial relations
in the sector.

The articles in this issue look at the usual variety of industrial
relations themes, with a number highlighting the diverse
contents of contemporary collective bargaining, beyond the
traditional issues of pay and hours. Thus we report on
bargaining on matters such as continuing vocational training
in France, gender equality in Spain and ‘inclusive working life’
issues in Norway, as well as European-level social dialogue on
corporate social responsibility.

EIRObserver presents a small edited selection of articles based
on some of the reports supplied for the EIROnline database,
in this case for November and December 2003. EIROnline -
the core of EIRO’s operations - is publicly accessible on the
web. It provides a comprehensive set of reports on key
industrial relations developments in the EU Member States
(plus Norway) and an increasing number of acceding and
candidate countries, and at European level. The address of
the EIROnline website is: 

http://www.eiro.eurofound.eu.int/

EIRO, which started operations in 1997, is based on a
network of leading research institutes in each of the countries
covered and at EU level (listed on p.12), coordinated by the
European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and
Working Conditions. Its aim is to collect, analyse and
disseminate high-quality and up-to-date information on key
developments in industrial relations in Europe, primarily to
serve the needs of a core audience of national and European-
level organisations of the social partners, governmental
organisations and EU institutions.e
ir
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In November 2003, at the end of a
conference on the link between
corporate social responsibility (CSR)
and workers’ employment conditions,
the European-level social partners in
the commerce sector signed a joint
statement on CSR. The joint
statement includes a pledge to
promote CSR throughout business
activities and to monitor and assess
progress through a variety of means. 

The European-level social partners in
the commerce sector – UNI-Europa
Commerce for trade unions and
EuroCommerce for employers –
organised a conference in Brussels on
10-11 November 2003, which was
attended by 150 company managers
and trade union leaders. The
conference participants discussed how
social dialogue at different levels can
promote high-quality employment in
commerce. They focused on the link
between corporate social responsibility
(CSR) and the working conditions of
commerce workers. One of the areas
covered by the conference was good
practice, and three leading European
retailers – the UK-based Tesco, German-
based Metro and French-based
Carrefour – highlighted examples from
their corporate strategy in this area. 

A Tesco representative, Alex Rüdig, told
the conference about the partnership
agreement in the UK between Tesco
and the UNI-Europa Commerce affiliate,
the Union of Shop, Distributive and
Allied Workers (USDAW), and how the
company is cooperating with UNI-
Europa Commerce in exporting the
partnership concept to other European
countries, including Poland, Hungary
and the Czech Republic. She stated that
this agreement has brought about a
considerable improvement in labour
relations at Britain’s largest retail
company, where USDAW has more
than 100,000 members. 

Carrefour’s human resources director,
Jacques Beauchet, presented his
company’s global workers’ rights
agreement with UNI Commerce. A
Carrefour employee and active member
of the French UNI Commerce affiliate,
FGTA-FO, told how the company had
supported his retraining and employed
him in one of its hypermarkets after a
car accident made it impossible for him
to continue in his previous occupation. 

Metro’s human resources director,
Jürgen Pfister, reported on a
programme that trains disabled young
people for jobs in the company.

Another issue examined by the
conference participants was that of
violence against commerce workers.

The UK trade union USDAW is
organising a Freedom from Fear
campaign, aimed at eliminating
violence in stores. Both Sir Bill Connor,
the general secretary of USDAW, and
Wayne Lee, senior director of the UK
retailer, the Cooperative Group,
underlined how important it is that the
dignity of shop workers is defended
against attacks and abuse. The
conference heard that violence is a
serious and growing problem all over
Europe and the European social
partners agreed to apply USDAW’s
campaign at the European level.

Overall, according to UNI-Europa
Commerce, the conference
demonstrated that the European social
partners in this sector share the same
basic view about how they want their
industry to develop. Participants drew
attention to what they saw as a stark
contrast between many European
operators and their US counterparts
such as Safeway and other supermarket
chains, which are alleged to be
mounting attacks on collective
agreements and seeking to introduce
low levels of wages and benefits in line
with those said to be offered by the
major Wal-Mart chain. 

The joint statement 

At the end of the conference, a joint
statement on corporate social
responsibility (CSR) was signed by
EuroCommerce and Uni-Europa
Commerce. In it, they underline their
commitment to CSR and welcome the
European Commission’s July 2001
Green Paper on promoting a European
framework for CSR and July 2002
Communication concerning CSR, as
well as a December 2002 Council
resolution that defined CSR as a
‘concept whereby companies integrate
social and environmental concerns in
their business operations and in
interaction with their stakeholders on a
voluntary basis’.

The statement highlights the global
nature of trade and how corporate
decisions and actions have
repercussions on global markets, the
environment and the population. It
states that the European social partners
in the commerce sector endeavour to
promote quality services and that in
order to fulfil customer expectations it
is essential to have well-qualified and
engaged personnel. In this regard, CSR
has repeatedly proved that it can make
a positive contribution. 

As part of their activities in European
sectoral social dialogue, the social
partners for commerce have agreed

relevant joint texts on the following
issues:

• combating violence in 1995; 

• combating child labour in 1996; 

• fundamental rights and principles at
work in 1999 (EIRObserver 1/00 p.2); 

• combating racism and xenophobia in
2000; and

• guidelines on age diversity in 2002 .

Additionally, the commerce partners
have produced vocational training
material to encourage workers and
management to use new technologies,
thereby promoting lifelong learning, as
well as organising high-level seminars
and conferences on CSR.

The statement acknowledges that
although CSR relates to both internal
and external aspects, it cannot replace
good policies on key issues such as
health and safety at work and the
management of human resources.
Additionally, it underlines that all
companies have a duty to comply with
national and European legislation,
international labour norms and
collective agreements.

The social partners undertake to:
promote CSR throughout business
activities; raise awareness about CSR
throughout the sector; further develop
the social dialogue at all levels; and
disseminate information about good
practice.

Monitoring and assessing progress in
this area is regarded as vital and the
social partners pledge to endeavour to
achieve this through a variety of means,
including convening round-table
discussions. The statement underlines
the potential role European Works
Councils have to play in this area.

Commentary

A joint statement by the European
social partners in commerce on the
subject of CSR is to be welcomed, in
particular since the way commerce is
pursued affects so many EU citizens,
whether as consumers or as employees
(in Europe the sector employs more
than 22.5 million people in 4.7 million
enterprises). As many corporate leaders
said in their presentations at the
November conference, CSR also makes
good business sense for the employer.
Additionally, when this agreement is set
against the backdrop of the so-called
‘Wal-Martisation’ of working life in the
US retail sector, resulting in low pay
and relatively poor terms and conditions
of employment, the European social
partners’ joint approach in supporting
CSR represents the contrasting face of
retailing. (Beatrice Harper, IRS)

EU0312208F (Related records: EU9807115F,
EU0105213F, EU0107228F, EU0207205F, EU0212205F,
EU9911213F, EU9911213F, EU0205202N)
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In December 2003, the Estonian
Employees’ Unions’ Confederation
(TALO) held a one-day strike over
public sector pay issues. This was the
first real strike since Estonia gained
its independence.

On 4 December 2003, the Estonian
Employees’ Unions’ Confederation
(TALO) – Estonia’s second largest central
trade union organisation – held a one-
day strike to support its demands for
pay increases for employees in
educational and cultural activities with
a higher education, working full time in
a position demanding higher education
and financed from the state budget.
TALO represents employees in
education, culture, media, agriculture,
sports, science, technology and
healthcare. Of 80,000 public sector
workers with a higher education who
are paid from state or local government
budgets, 35,000 are TALO members.
Only a small share of TALO’s members
work in the private sector.

In 2003, the monthly minimum wage
rate for teachers and employees in
cultural activities with a higher
education was EEK 5,400 (EUR 345) in
organisations financed from the state
budget. In organisations financed
through local government budgets,
workers doing the same job might
receive a third to a half of this amount,
despite the fact that the qualifications
required and the demands of the work
are similar. According to Ministry of
Finance forecasts, the national average
monthly wage in 2004 will be EEK
7,362 (EUR 471), and TALO is
demanding a similar minimum wage
rate for full-time employees with a
higher education. According to TALO’s
chair, a commonly acceptable and fair
wage policy is lacking in Estonia and
TALO hopes that, as a result of its
strike, society will pay more attention to
the issue and understanding will
improve. 

Background 
In their wage agreements for 2001-2,
the government and TALO agreed that
the minimum wage for TALO’s
members with a higher education and
doing a full-time job that requires such
an education, should be at least at the
level of the average national monthly
wage. However, the government has
not fulfilled its commitments so far, and
proposed an 8% wage increase for
2004, which would leave education
workers’ pay behind the national
average. In October 2003, TALO and
government delegations held intensive
negotiations, but without agreement. In
November, the public conciliator gave
TALO the right to organise a strike,

judging that all legal possibilities of
resolving conflict peacefully had been
exhausted.

On 1 December, the Minister of Social
Affairs, Marko Pomerants, wrote to the
public conciliator and TALO, calling for
the strike to be cancelled as the
government had found additional
resources and could promise a 12%
wage increase for 2004. He also stated
that tax-free income will increase from
EEK 1,200 (EUR 77) to EEK 1,400 (EUR
89) in 2004, adding that the real wage
increase in 2004 for TALO members
with higher education could be around
15%. The Minister of Education and
Research, Toivo Maimets, declared that
he was not supporting the strike –
having previously declared such support
– as the government had found
additional resources for wage increases.

On 3 December, TALO representatives
met Prime Minister Juhan Parts, who
declared his willingness to sign a 2004
wage agreement for educational
workers. Mr Parts also proposed further
negotiations and discussing how to
guarantee that local governments use
the additional money provided to them
for increasing teachers’ wages.
According to the Prime Minister, the
solution to the problem lay not in a
strike but in a reorganisation of the
education financing system. He invited
union representatives to participate in
this process. The TALO chair said that
social peace would come after the
signing of an agreement that meets the
unions’ demands. The strike was duly
held on 4 December.

Action taken 
According to TALO, 18,670 of its
members took part in the strike, plus
1,522 employees belonging to member
organisations of the Confederation of
Estonian Trade Unions (EAKL). Support
strikes were organised by the
Locomotive Workers’ Trade Union,
which stopped rail traffic for one hour,
while the Federation of Estonian
Railwaymen’s Trade Unions held a half-
hour support strike. Various support
actions were carried out by other
unions and support for the strike was
also expressed by numerous other
organisations and individuals. A protest
meeting was held in the front of the
parliament building, involving around
2,500 people, which approved a
declaration to the government and
parliament. Participants stated the hope
that in future those responsible for the
development of society will understand
the necessity of social dialogue and
collective industrial relations. A meeting
was also organised in Viljandi. The
EAKL congress, held in November

2003, adopted a declaration asking the
government to behave as a responsible
employer. The public sector wage
system should thus be transparent and
fair, and social dialogue in the public
sector should act as a good example for
all employers. 

TALO expects to continue wage
negotiations and has called for the
government, together with other
employers, to work out an effective
wage policy. Both parties have shown
an interest in continuing the
negotiations and finding solutions. 

The TALO action was first real strike
since Estonia gained its independence.
There had previously been only rare
cases of warning strikes and relatively
few other protest actions – pickets,
meetings etc – over 1992-2002. In total
there have been 10 warning strikes
(mainly over demands for pay increases
in enterprises) over 11 years, with the
first held in 1996. The number of
participants in these warning strikes has
been relatively small. As warning strikes
last only one hour, the number of
working hours lost has also been small
and there have been no notable
economic losses. There has also been
one support strike for demands made
to the government by EAKL, which
took place in December 2002, without
direct results.

Commentary 
Public sector wages and working
conditions have received public
attention in Estonia for several years, as
the employees in these sectors are not
satisfied with their relatively low wages,
negotiations between the social
partners have often ended in failure,
and the financing of these sectors has
been subject to debate. Wages in
healthcare are 81% of the national
average and those in education 87% of
the average. In the public sector, only
wages in public administration (at
128%) are above the national average.
During recent years, wage increases in
education and healthcare have been
higher than average, but the wage level
is still not acceptable, as workers in
these sectors have a relatively higher
education level, their jobs demand
continuous training and renewal of
skills, and they have to accept more
flexible working time arrangements and
working conditions. Comparing the
wage level in these sectors with the
national average in Estonia and the EU
Member States, there are notable
differences, as healthcare and
education in the current Member States
are usually higher-paid sectors.
Therefore, there is a fear in Estonia that
when it joins the EU, employees in
these sectors will migrate from Estonia,
creating a shortage of specialist
workers. (Kaia Philips and Raul Eamets,
University of Tartu)

EE0312103F (Related records: EE0308101F,
EE0311103F)
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In December 2003, Finland’s three
trade union confederations - SAK,
STTK and AKAVA - organised a joint
day of action to express their
concerns about the large-scale
redundancies that have recently
taken place in Finnish companies.

The large number of collective
redundancies announced during 2003
have led to concern among Finnish
employees. The reasons behind the job
losses vary. During the past few years of
slow economic growth, firms avoided
workforce reductions and some ‘labour
hoarding’ took place while firms were
waiting for the economic recovery.
However, as economic growth has
remained slower than expected, it has
finally led to redundancies and lay-offs.
Economic globalisation and the so-
called ‘China phenomenon’ have also
led to reductions of production and
staff in Finland, with firms moving
production abroad to countries where
costs are lower. 

The trade unions admit that
globalisation is a process which cannot
be stopped, but they call for greater
social responsibility by firms. There are
also concerns, especially among the
unions, that some firms use staff cuts
to signal increasing efficiency to
investors, with the final aim being a rise
in the company’s share value. There is
thus some disagreement among the
social partners about the real necessity
for the recent job losses. The
announcement by the
telecommunications company Elisa in
October 2003 that it was to cut 900
jobs was the ‘last straw’, which drew
much criticism and started a process
which led to a joint trade union day of
action in December. The redundancies
themselves have not been the only
problem, with the unions also criticising
the way in which they have been
announced and implemented. The
unions demand improvements in
workplace negotiation practices, better
information for staff in the early stage
of restructuring and workforce
reductions, and alternatives to
redundancies and lay-offs. These
alternatives could include retraining,
transfers within companies etc.

The Act on Cooperation within
Undertakings lays down strict rules for
the information process and
negotiations between employers and
employees when staff cuts are planned
as well as in many other situations.
However, it is widely thought that the
law has not been working as planned
and it has been criticised by both social

partners. Trade unions feel that it has
been used only as a law on dismissals,
and that no real cooperation has
emerged. They would like to have more
to say in company decisions, whereas
the firms feel that such questions are
strategic business issues and are solely
the company management’s
prerogative. Firms feel that it is
impossible to involve staff in strategic
decision-making in the modern world,
where situations change fast and
market reactions are strong. Even the
information process required by the
legislation is seen as too time-
consuming and bureaucratic.

New type of protest 
The initiative for a day of action in
protest against the recent wave of
redundancies came from the Finnish
Confederation of Salaried Employees
(STTK), with the Central Organisation of
Finnish Trade Unions (SAK) and the
Confederation of Unions for Academic
Professionals (AKAVA) soon deciding to
join it. As one of the aims was to
achieve a better negotiation culture at
workplaces, ‘soft’ measures were
preferred to a full strike. In practice, the
day of action held on 12 December
involved street events, discussions
between workplace union
representatives and employers, 15-
minute work stoppages, and the
collection of signatures to an appeal
that was later given to the employers
and the minister of finance. Many
offices, banks and, for example, the
Alko liquor stores were closed during
the protests for security reasons. A so-
called ‘Japanese strike’ - ie a silent
demonstration - was used by some
healthcare staff. They wore a question
mark on their clothes, but continued
working. There were even walk-outs for
the rest of the day following stoppages
in some metalworking industry
companies. It was estimated that
hundreds of thousands of people
participated in the various actions,
making this the largest trade union
demonstration since the early 1990s.

The employers saw the work stoppages
and walk-outs as illegal strikes. They
also criticise the trade unions for
resisting labour market reforms. Wage
rigidity especially is seen as one reason
for Finland’s current problems.
Employers also criticised the
government for not doing enough to
lower taxation, which leads firms to
search for cheaper production
environments. They also noted that,
despite the recent redundancies, the
unemployment rate has not risen,

which means that new jobs have been
created. 

Effects on industrial relations 
It seems that the day of action is likely
to bring about (or to speed up) some
reforms in labour legislation. The
problems with the Law on Cooperation
within Undertakings have already been
recognised for some years, as the
legislation has been criticised by both
the employers and the unions. A
working group is preparing changes to
the law and will make its final proposal
in mid-February 2004. A tripartite
committee has also started work on the
reform, which is the largest labour
legislation project of the current
government’s term of office.

The redundancies and the day of action
have clearly worsened relations
between the social partners at least
temporarily. The next collective wage
bargaining round will take place in a
year’s time, and recent developments
might make it more difficult to reach a
centralised wage agreement when the
current two-year deal expires
(EIRObserver 1/03 p.3). Among
employees, the day of action was
praised as a modern way of expressing
workers’ opinions, but also criticised for
being too soft, and there were some
calls for full strikes instead. 

The aim of the action was to raise
discussion in public and at workplaces
on the issue of redundancies and on
the communication and bargaining
practices between employees and
employers, especially at firm level. The
protests received much publicity and
prompted discussion in the media. In
that sense, they achieved their aim. The
effect on firm-level practices and on the
dialogue between company managers
and employees will be seen only in the
longer term. 

Commentary 
Globalisation may have affected the
Finnish economy even faster and more
strongly than was estimated just 10
years ago. It has turned out that capital
is much more mobile than labour,
which has given firms an ‘exit
alternative’ and a new kind of
negotiating power. It is also more
complicated than before to define the
negotiation partners, as many firms are
owned by international investors.
Industrial relations seem to be
undergoing a process where new
practices are gradually under
consideration. (Seija Parviainen, Labour
Institute for Economic Research)

FI0312203F (Related records: FI0311203F, FI0311202F,
FI0311201N, FI0311203F, FI0309203F, FI0212103F)
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In September 2003, the French social
partners signed a national
intersectoral agreement on
‘employees’ lifelong access to
training’, thus ending negotiations
which began in 2000. The accord
provides for the creation of a new
individual right to continuing
vocational training and an increase in
the financial contribution paid by
employers.

Reform of continuing vocational
training was one of the issues
considered under the ‘industrial
relations overhaul’ initiative launched by
the Movement of French Enterprises
(MEDEF), France’s main employers’
confederation, in 2000 (EIRObserver
2/00 p.7). However, negotiations on the
matter broke down in October 2001,
with the parties ‘agreeing to disagree’.
Talks resumed in January 2003 and
closed on 20 September 2003 with the
conclusion of a national intersectoral
agreement on ‘employees’ lifelong
access to training’. 

More than its content – the ways in
which the broad principles outlined in
the agreement will be implemented are
still to be stipulated by the authorities
or worked out in further negotiations –
it is the number of signatories that
make the deal noteworthy. After
consultation with its governing bodies,
breaking with a policy of opposition to
recent intersectoral agreements, the
General Confederation of Labour (CGT)
decided to sign up alongside the four
other trade union confederations with
representative status - the French
Democratic Confederation of Labour
(CFDT), the General Confederation of
Labour-Force ouvrière (CGT-FO), the
French Christian Workers’
Confederation (CFTC) and the French
Confederation of Professional and
Managerial Staff-General Confederation
of Professional and Managerial Staff
(CFE-CGC). The three main employers’
associations – MEDEF, the General
Confederation of Small and Medium-
sized Enterprises (CGPME) and the
Craftwork Employers’ Association (UPA)
– also signed.

The signatories’ objective in the
agreement is to prioritise the
individualisation of training paths. As
the head of the MEDEF delegation,
Alain Sionneau stated: ‘this is an
innovative scheme as it gives priority to
the personalisation of training, which
will now be possible thanks to
interviews, professional assessment, the
training passport and the validation of
work-derived experience’ (validation des
acquis de l’expérience, VAE).

Increased funding for
individualisation of training 
The agreement sets out details of a
number of vocational training tools,
most of which are already in place, but
whose use is now facilitated. Employees
with 20 years’ work experience and
those over the age 45, regardless of
work experience, will be eligible for a
‘skills audit’ (to be carried out outside
working hours) after their first 12
months in their current job, and will be
given prioritised access to the
recognition of their work-derived
experience (VAE). Moreover, all
employees with two years’ service will
be able to have a career guidance
interview carried out within their
company. Finally, the agreement has
created a new tool: the ‘training
passport’ (passeport formation), drawn
up at the behest of the employee, who
takes responsibility for it, and which
lists the knowledge, skills and
occupational aptitude acquired either in
initial and continuing training or
through professional experience.

The innovative aspect of the agreement
lies in the establishment of a new
scheme, the individual right to training
(droit individuel à la formation , DIF),
alongside the existing ‘training plan’
(plan de formation) and ‘individual
training leave’ (congé individuel de
formation, CIF). The latter type of
training programme, selected by the
employee, undertaken during working
time and paid for by mutual funding
bodies, remains unchanged. However,
the methods of implementing training
undertaken as part of the training plan
designed by the employer will now
differ according to the type of training.
Costs and wages are still paid for by
the employer, but three categories of
training under the training plan are
identified:

• training for the job/post to be
occupied by the employee, which is to
be carried out during working time and
paid at the normal rate;

• training linked to the future
development of the employee’s job role
or which is necessary for safeguarding
the job. This is to be implemented
during working hours and paid at the
normal rate but where the number of
hours required exceeds the normal
working hours, the extra time will not
be included in the worker’s overtime
quota; and

• training whose goal is skills
development, and which leads to
acknowledgement by the company (in
the form of a better job, promotion, a
wage rise etc). This can take place
outside working time, on the condition

that there is a formal agreement
between the employer and the
employee, and up to a limit of 80 hours
per year. These hours will be paid at
50% of the employee’s net wage.

The classification of training into one or
other of these categories is the
employer’s responsibility but must be
subject to consultation with the works
council. 

The new DIF scheme seeks to enshrine
the individualisation of training as a
core principle. All employees with more
than 12 months’ service with their
company will be accorded a 20-hour
‘credit’ per year (pro-rata for part-
timers), which can be rolled over for six
years. This credit is aimed at enabling
the employee to take training either
during or outside working hours,
depending on the provisions in the
applicable sectoral or company-level
agreement. Hours of training carried
out during working time are paid at the
usual rate, while training carried out
outside working hours will be paid at
50% of the net wage. Exercising their
new right to training is left to the
employees’ initiative, but must be the
subject of a formal agreement with the
employer. The issue of the
transferability of the DIF when an
employment contract ends – thus
making the entitlement personal rather
than company-based – was one of the
most hotly-debated points in the
negotiations. The mechanism provided
for in the agreement is applicable to
termination of contract for personal
(except in the case of serious
misdemeanour) or economic reasons,
and is the first step towards
transferability. It will be possible for
employees who lose their jobs to use
the monetary equivalent of their
unused training hours credit to fund
the drawing up of a skills audit, VAE or
training programme, provided that the
employee requests this when notice of
termination is given. 

The agreement also deals with people
under 26 who want to top up their
initial training, and with unemployed
people, by offering them a
‘professionalisation contract’ (contrat de
professionnalisation). This will replace
the existing work/training contracts (in
which work experience is combined
with college-based learning). A
‘professionalisation period’ is also
provided for in the case of some
employees, particularly those whose
level of qualifications lags behind
technological and organisational
developments.

The signatories of the accord are also
looking to reduce inequalities in terms
of access to training, especially in small
and medium-sized companies (SMEs). In
order to encourage sector-level
negotiators to tackle this matter, the
intersectoral agreement, alongside
sections reiterating the respective roles
of the various jointly-run bodies that
have input into training, advocates the
setting up of ‘observatories’ on
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occupations and qualifications, which
will be responsible for forecasting the
future job requirements of the various
sectors.

Lastly, employers’ representatives
agreed that the company’s financial
contribution to vocational training
should be significantly increased: 

• for businesses with 10 or more
employees, this contribution rises from
1.5% of payroll costs to 1.6%; and

• for businesses with fewer than 10
employees, the contribution will rise
from 0.25% to 0.40% of payroll as of
1 January 2004, then to 0.55% in
January 2005.

However, a number of the agreement’s
contents are still to be elaborated on
and implemented by either intersectoral
bargaining (this is the case, for
example, for career guidance
interviews, skills audits and the training
passport), or sectoral and company-
level negotiations (eg the DIF and
employment observatories). The
agreement’s coming into force is also
conditional on certain legislative and
regulatory developments (in terms of
the professionalisation contract,
funding etc). Unions and employers’
associations have sent a jointly-signed
letter to the Minister of Labour which
lists the required amendments. The
Minister has agreed to place a bill
before parliament as soon as possible. 

Rare trade union unanimity 
As noted above, the vocational training
agreement was signed by all the
employers’ associations and trade
unions. The last occasions on which the
CGT union confederation signed
intersectoral agreements were 1994
and 1995, and even those were
relatively unimportant, covering the
collection of training funds (1994) and
early retirement schemes (1995). CGT
had not signed any previous
agreements reached under the
‘industrial relations overhaul’
programme (EIRObserver 2/01 p.8),
such as those on the UNEDIC
unemployment insurance system and
supplementary pensions. 

When it signed the new agreement on
continuing vocational training, CGT
thus inaugurated a new policy
direction, consisting of signing
‘improvable’ agreements in the spirit of
constructive commitment. ‘We are not
saying that this agreement is like the
one on pensions or the one on
UNEDIC. Those are both clearly
agreements of social aggression against
employees. In this one, there are
positive aspects,’ according to Maryse
Dumas, CGT confederal secretary and
head of its negotiating delegation. It
was because the employers abandoned
what the unions found to be their most

unacceptable proposals, such as the
overturning of the hierarchy of legal
and collectively agreed standards and
employer-employee co-investment, that
unanimous agreement was able to be
reached. For its part, CGT also went
back on its rejection of any training
programme being carried out outside
working hours, which it had held onto
since 1991. 

Commentary 
The importance of the fact that CGT
signed up to the new agreement
extends far beyond its immediate
context, ie continuing vocational
training. This change should be linked
to the recent opening of talks between
the trade unions and the Minister of
Labour on the ‘modernisation of social
dialogue’. CGT is demanding the
introduction of a system of majority
collective agreements (ie ones that have
to be signed by a majority of unions in
order to be valid, and not just one as is
the current practice) at all levels of
bargaining. This requirement will be all

the more credible if CGT has proved
that it is willing to sign agreements that
it feels are positive, and does not isolate
itself with a strategy of opposition.

Coming back to the content of the
agreement, the level of responsibility
for training granted to the individual
employee is limited. Instead, the
agreement plans to add a further
scheme, the DIF, without fundamentally
altering the ‘economy’ of the system of
continuing vocational training, which
also made signing up to it easier.
Although the DIF might be the outline
of a scheme that is better suited to
SMEs, it is hard to see how, on its own,
it can create a strong desire for training
among employees with few
qualifications, and in particular, enable
greater support to be given to them in
the face of resistance on the part of
their employers. (Catherine Vincent,
IRES)
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Five-year agreement reached on supplementary pensions

Training was not the only issue on the agenda of the central French social
partners in late 2003. On 13 November, employers’ associations and four out of
five nationally representative union confederations (except CGT) reached a new
agreement on the general supplementary pension scheme (ARRCO) and the
management and professional staff supplementary pension scheme (AGIRC),
covering the period up to 31 December 2008.

The agreement renews the AGFF arrangement, which was to end in December
2003,  for five years. This scheme allows contributors to AGIRC and ARRCO aged
60 to 65 to obtain a full supplementary pension as soon as they become entitled
to a full old age pension. From 2004, the AGFF surpluses  recorded at the end of
each financial year will be redistributed between  AGIRC and ARRCO on a pro
rata basis according to the benefits paid out. 

The agreement also transcribes two provisions of the August 2003 ‘Fillon law’ on
pension reform (EIRObserver 2/00 p.7) into the supplementary schemes:

• employees who started working very young will also be able to retire before 60
without a reduction of pension entitlement, funded by AGFF; and

• the deal sets out the options for buying supplementary pension contribution
‘points’ to cover periods when the person insured was in education.

The social partners have not yet received the government decrees relating to the
other provisions in the Fillon law (early retirement for employees with disabilities,
survivors’ pensions, part-time workers paying full-time contributions etc). They
thus plan to meet again following the publication of these decrees, and by
December 2004 at the latest, to adapt the AGIRC-ARRCO schemes to these new
provisions.

The agreement also seeks to balance the supplementary schemes’ budgets by
amending their operating parameters:

• the wage used as the basis for calculation (ie for the purchase of one retirement
‘point’) will be tied to the average wage, rather than to prices. This aims to raise
the cost of buying a point;

• the value of the point used in calculating supplementary benefits from 1 April
2004 to 1 April 2008 will be linked to the consumer prices index (excluding
tobacco); and

• to cover the funding of the deficit-hit AGIRC scheme and bring the distribution
of contributions progressively into line with that of ARRCO general scheme (ie
60% from the employer and 40% from the employee), on 1 January 2006 the
employee’s contribution to  AGIRC will be raised by 0.16 percentage points and
the employer’s by 0.08 points.
FR0312103N
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In late 2003, debate on the future of
the collective bargaining system
became a central issue in German
politics. Opposition political parties
presented draft bills aimed at
changing bargaining law in order to
give companies more freedom to
depart from collectively agreed
standards. While employers
supported these initiatives, trade
unions organised many protests
against possible legal intervention
and defended the principle of
collective bargaining autonomy.
Although the ‘red-Green’
government also seeks more
flexibility in the bargaining system, it
favours more flexible arrangements
agreed by the bargaining parties
themselves instead of legal changes.
In December, the mediation
committee of the two chambers of
parliament asked the bargaining
parties to agree to more opening
clauses within sectoral collective
agreements.

Since the 1990s, the German system of
sector-level collective bargaining has
seen a continuous process of
transformation towards more company-
level bargaining. This transformation
has taken various forms:

• the number of employees covered by
sectoral agreements has shown a
significant decline while the number of
company agreements has grown
continuously;

• the flexibility within sectoral
agreements has increased significantly
with the conclusion of numerous so-
called ‘opening clauses’ which allow
companies to diverge from collectively
agreed standards under certain
conditions – more than one third of all
companies now make use of an
opening clause; and

• many companies have established so-
called ‘company pacts for employment’
(betriebliche Bündnisse für Arbeit)
whereby the employees have made
concessions on pay or working
conditions in exchange for limited job
guarantees given by the employers.
Although many of these company pacts
either deal with issues not regulated by
collective agreements (for example,
additional company payments) or adopt
an existing opening clause, there is also
a significant number of company pacts
which more or less openly contravene
collectively agreed standards. 

To sum up, all these developments have
weakened the significance of sectoral
regulation to the benefit of more
company regulation.

Despite these changes in the practice of
collective bargaining, there is an
ongoing debate on whether or not the
German bargaining system is still too
rigid. A large number of German
economists take a ‘neo-classical’ point
of view and see the bargaining system
as a major source of Germany’s inability
to reduce its mass unemployment. In
October 2003, for example, the
Economic Advisory Board
(Wissenschaftliche Beirat) of the
Ministry for Economics and Labour
issued a detailed statement on the
German bargaining system, in which it
called for a change to the Collective
Agreement Act (Tarifvertragsgesetz).
The economic advisors proposed a new
legal provision whereby all collective
agreements at sector level should
include an opening clause in order to
allow companies to diverge from
collectively agreed standards. 

The call for a change to the legislation
on collective bargaining has also been
supported by the main political
opposition parties – the Christian
Democratic Union (CDU), its Bavarian
associated party the Christian Social
Union (CSU) and the Free Democratic
Party (FDP) – as well as by large
numbers of employers.

CDU/CSU and FDP draft bills 
On 18 June 2003, the parliamentary
group of the CDU/CSU presented a
draft bill for a ‘modernisation of labour
law’. Among other proposals – such as
a reduction of dismissal protection in
smaller companies or a restriction on
the right to work part time – the two
conservative parties demand a change
to the Collective Agreement Act and
the Works Constitution Act
(Betriebsverfassungsgesetz) both of
which would significantly affect the
German bargaining system. 

Concerning the Collective Agreement
Act, the CDU/CSU bill includes two
provisions. First, every company should
have the right to pay a newly hired
worker who was formerly unemployed
up to 10% less than the collectively
agreed rate during a trial period.
Second, there should be a redefinition
of the so-called ‘favourability principle’
(Günstigkeitsprinzip). At present,
departures from regulations laid down
in collective agreements are possible
only when they are in favour of the
employee. Moreover, in a landmark
judgment, the Federal Labour Court
(Bundesarbeitsgericht) has made clear
that company arrangements which
contravene collectively agreed standards
in exchange for job security cannot be
justified by referring to the favourability

principle. CDU/CSU proposes that job
security should be defined as creating
more favourable working conditions,
and that departures from collective
agreements should be possible if they
are supported by the works council and
by at least two-thirds of the workforce
concerned.

Furthermore, the CDU/CSU bill foresees
the introduction of a new article on
‘company pacts for employment’ into
the Works Constitution Act. According
to the Works Constitution Act, works
councils are currently not allowed to
conclude agreements on issues which
are usually regulated by collective
agreements. The CDU/CSU wants to
give the works council the right to
conclude a works agreement which
diverges from collectively agreed
standards, within the framework of a
company pact for employment. Such a
pact should be supported by at least
two-thirds of the workforce, while the
(sectoral) collective bargaining parties
should be given the right of veto.

The liberal FDP had already presented
similar proposals to change the law on
collective agreements in 2000. On 25
June 2003, it presented a new bill on
the ‘safeguarding of company pacts for
employment’ which notably includes a
redefinition of the favourability
principle.

Employers in favour of more
decentralisation 
German employers have been
demanding changes to the legislation
on collective bargaining for some years.
On 15 September 2003, the
Confederation of German Employers’
Associations (BDA), presented a
statement in which it confirms it
positions of principle and expresses its
support for the legal initiatives by
CDU/CSU and FDP. BDA repeats its
demand for more opening clauses
within sectoral agreements, a legal
redefinition of the favourability principle
and an extension of company pacts for
employment. Compared with the
CDU/CSU proposal, BDA goes one step
further, since it wants to give
companies the opportunity to diverge
from collectively agreed standards
without trade unions or employers’
associations having the right of veto.
Furthermore, BDA calls for the
introduction of obligatory arbitration in
the event of failed negotiations, and
further restrictions on industrial action.

Trade union reactions 
The trade unions have sharply criticised
all attempts legally to restrict collective
bargaining autonomy. In a statement
on the draft bills of CDU/CSU and FDP,
the German Confederation of Trade
Unions (DGB) rejected both the legally
binding introduction of opening clauses
into sectoral agreements and a
redefinition of the favourability
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principle, since both would substantially
undermine the unions’ bargaining
position

DGB gained support in its view from
some leading labour lawyers, who see
the proposals made by the opposition
parties as a contravention of the
existing constitutional right to freedom
of association (Koalitionsfreiheit). A
detailed expert juridical opinion drawn
up on behalf of DGB came to the
conclusion that the CDU/CSU and FDP
bills would lead to a ‘paradigm shift’ in
the collective bargaining system which
would not be in line with the German
constitution. More than 300 researchers
signed a petition ‘for the maintenance
of collective bargaining autonomy’ in
which they criticised the CDU/CSU and
FDP bills as a fundamental interference
in industrial relations

The trade unions themselves organised
numerous protests and demonstrations
at local level against a possible change
in the collective bargaining legislation.
In addition, on 26 September 2003 an
‘initiative for the defence of collective
bargaining autonomy’ was launched by
members of works councils and (public
sector) staff councils, who feared that a
further weakening of sector-level
agreements would also undermine their
position and make them more
susceptible to ‘blackmail’ at company
level. The strong scepticism of most
employee representatives has also been
confirmed by a representative survey
recently conducted by the Institute for
Economic and Social Research (WSI),
which found that about 80% of all
works councillors said that the trend
towards a decentralisation of collective
bargaining is either ambiguous or
generally problematic.

No legal changes at present 
In autumn 2003, both CDU/CSU and
FDP declared that they were prepared
to use their majority in the Bundesrat –
the second chamber of parliament,
representing the governments of the
federal states (Länder) – to put pressure
on the federal coalition government of
the Social Democratic Party (SPD) and
Alliance 90/the Greens in order to
change the law on collective
agreements. Because of the strong
federalist system in Germany, many
legal initiatives of the federal
government need a majority in both
chambers of parliament. Against this
background, the conservative and
liberal opposition parties signalled to
the government that they would block
a major tax reform in the Bundesrat, if
the government refused to accept
changes to the Collective Agreement
Act.

In his keynote address to parliament on
14 March 2003, Chancellor Gerhard
Schröder himself called for options to
be created within collective agreements

which would give the bargaining
parties at company level more room for
manoeuvre. Mr Schröder added that if
the collective bargaining parties were
not able to create such options, there
might be a need to change the existing
collective bargaining law by means of
legal intervention. However, a majority
within both the SPD and the Greens are
still against such intervention in
collective bargaining autonomy. The
‘red-Green’ federal government
therefore rejected the legal initiatives
put forward by the opposition parties.

Finally, on 15 December 2003, the
mediation committee
(Vermittlungsausschuss) between the
two chambers of the German
parliament (the Bundestag and
Bundesrat) reached a compromise on a
package of new legislation covering tax
and labour market policy. However, no
changes in collective bargaining law
were included at this point. The
mediation committee agreed only on a
non-binding declaration in which all
parties involved expressed their
expectation that ‘the collective
bargaining parties will agree on a new
balance between regulation at sectoral
and at company level within the next
12 months.’

Commentary 
Although there will be no changes to
collective bargaining law for the
moment, the German system of
bargaining will continue to be under
strong political pressure. Prominent
members of the CDU/CSU and FDP
opposition parties have already
announced that they will continue to
fight for a revision of the Collective
Agreement Act in order to legalise
company pacts which contravene
collectively agreed standards.

The arguments put forward by those in
favour of more decentralisation in
collective bargaining are, however, in
many respects doubtful. First, the idea
of the German bargaining system as a
rigid form of regulation which does not
take into account the specific needs of
companies is arguably little more than a
politically constructed myth. At the
moment there are more than 57,000
collective agreements in force, with
sectoral agreements in more than 300
branches. In addition, almost all major
sectoral agreements now have various
opening clauses which give companies
opportunities to adopt collectively
agreed standards according to their
specific needs.

Second, if the issue of flexibility is not
the problem of the German bargaining
system, it might be – as maintained by
German employers – that work
standards and labour costs are too
high. In most recent years, however,
German wage increases have been
extremely moderate. As international

comparisons have shown, it is therefore
a second myth that more decentralised
bargaining systems will lead to lower
labour costs. On the contrary, more
radical decentralisation of German
bargaining would mean that works
councils would gain the right to take
industrial action, and that might lead to
a fundamental shift in the culture of
German industrial relations.

Finally, a third myth is the idea that
more decentralised bargaining would
help to safeguard employment or
create new jobs. The so-called
‘company pacts for employment’ might
help to save jobs in a certain company.
However, the reduction of labour costs
through concessions made by the
employees increases the pressure on
competing companies, which either
have to seek similar concessions or may
face economic difficulties and in the
end have to make dismissals. Taking
into account recent economic
developments in Germany, the main
sources of low growth and high
unemployment are not so much the
institutions on the labour market but
more an insufficient macroeconomic
policy. (Thorsten Schulten, Institute for
Economic and Social Research, WSI)

DE0312202F (Related records: DE0201299F,
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In November 2003, the Norwegian
social partners and government
agreed to continue with the
‘agreement for an inclusive working
life’ they concluded in 2001.

In October 2001, the Norwegian
government and social partners reached
an agreement to create ‘a more
inclusive working life’ (EIRObserver 6/01
p.9). The main objectives of the
‘inclusive working life’ (inkluderende
arbeidsliv, IA) agreement are to reduce
sickness absence by 20% over 2001-5,
improve the employment situation of
people with disabilities, and increase
the average actual retirement age. A
number of measures were proposed to
this end. In October 2003,  46% of all
Norwegian employees were covered by
local agreements between employers,
employees and social insurance
authorities based on the IA agreement,
up from 25% at the end of 2002. A
joint committee, with representation
from the main social partner
organisations and governmental bodies
and ministries, was set up to evaluate
the agreement in autumn 2003 and
establish the basis for discussion and
evaluation to take place in November.
The parties also had the option of
terminating the agreement if it became
evident that the objectives were not
being achieved.

On 18 November, the social partners
and the government duly met to review
the 2001 IA agreement. There was
unanimous support for a continuation
of the joint efforts to create an inclusive
working life, despite a general
recognition of a partial failure to
achieve the agreement’s desired
objectives. Sickness absence has
continued to increase so far during the
period covered by the agreement.
However, the social partners argue that
it is too early to assess the accord’s
effects, and that new measures should
be introduced to take full advantage of
the opportunities generated by the
pact.

Sickness absence 
The main goal of the IA agreement is to
reduce sickness absence. However, the
overall sickness absence rate has
continued to increase throughout the
agreement period, from 7% in the
second quarter of 2001 to 7.8% in the
second quarter of 2003. This
constitutes an increase of 11.5% (or
10% when gender and age differences
are taken into account). The most
significant increase has come in the
area of long-term sickness absence
(covered by doctors’ certificates), while
there seem to be a slight drop in short-
term absence (self-reported sickness),
despite changes to the regulatory

framework allowing for increased use
of self-reporting. The extent to which
there are significant differences in
absence patterns between companies
with and without IA agreements is not
clear from the available statistics. There
are, however, indications to suggest
that IA agreements may have
contributed to a reduction in sickness
absence in some companies, or at least
halted growth rates. Figures from the
Confederation of Norwegian Business
and Industry (NHO), based on a survey
among member companies, seem to
sustain this argument.

Thus, the goal of reducing the sickness
absence rate by 20% before 2005 is no
longer seen as realistic by the joint IA
committee. Indeed the developments
mentioned above suggest that a 30%
reduction is required in the next two
years if the objective of 20% reduction
set by the agreement is to be met. 

Disabled employment and
retirement age 
Figures from Statistics Norway show
that there has been a reduction in the
number of people with disabilities in
employment since the IA agreement
was concluded. The proportion of
people with ‘impaired functionality’
who are in employment fell from
46.6% in the second quarter of 2002
to 42.5 % in the second quarter of
2003. Although there has been a drop
in the employment rate for the whole
population over the same period, it has
not been as significant as for those
with disabilities. The existence of such
developments has been supported by
research from the ECON institute,
indicating that employers are more
concerned with reducing sickness
absence than recruiting more people
with disabilities. 

It is also evident that the IA agreement
has not had desired effect of increasing
the actual average retirement age. In
fact there has been a slight drop in the
expected retirement age in recent years,
and there are no obvious differences in
this regard between ‘IA companies’ and
others.

The committee concludes on a more
general note that the IA agreement has
not been in operation long enough to
say anything about its effects on the
employment situation of people with
disabilities and the average actual
retirement age.

Positive side-effects 
In light of the scarce statistical evidence
on the IA agreement’s effects, the
committee emphasises the need to
review the measures introduced, in
particular those relating to the
employment of people with disabilities.

The future focus of the IA efforts
should thus be, according to the
committee, on developing flexible and
purposeful measures to be applied at
company level. A joint committee
considering possible new measures was
to deliver its recommendations in mid-
December 2003.

Notwithstanding the lack of statistical
evidence on the agreement’s main
objectives, the committee identifies
positive side-effects. Case studies
carried out in 16 companies by ECON,
commissioned by the committee, show
that routines for the close monitoring
of employees on sick leave have been
established, personnel policies have
improved and there are fewer conflicts
at work on this issue between
employee representatives and
management. Furthermore, experience
with extended self-reporting has been
good, with no indications to suggest an
increase in ‘malpractice’.

The social partners are unanimous in
their support for continuation of the IA
scheme. They argue that the concept of
IA has become entrenched in the
labour market, and that it may bring
about concrete results over time. They
all also agree that some measures need
to be changed.

Commentary 
Although the IA agreement’s objectives
have so far not been met, it is
important to consider that the initiative
has come at a time when the
Norwegian economy is witnessing a
downturn with increasing
unemployment. Vulnerable groups such
as people with disabilities will normally
suffer most during such periods, and
this may explain why the objective of
increasing employment among this
group has been difficult to accomplish. 

However, there are seen to be some
encouraging side-effects of the
agreement. These side-effects may in
the longer term serve the goals of the
agreement, not least that of reducing
the sickness absence rate. As such,
many commentators believe that in due
time, companies that sign IA
agreements may be able to reduce
sickness absence. The fact that the
social partners and government show
willingness to continue their efforts
suggests that there is confidence in the
long-term effects of the agreement.

Equally important, at least for the trade
unions, is the fact that a continuation
of the IA agreement entails
maintenance of the present sick pay
scheme, which is controversial and has
long been under threat because of its
relatively generous provisions. The
government has pledged that the
scheme will remain untouched during
the term of the IA agreement. (Håvard
Lismoen, FAFO Institute for Applied
Social Science)
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In Romania, gender equality has been
affected by the economic downturn
of recent years. It is mainly at
national level that gender policies
relating to employment are
established - through legislation,
special plans or collective bargaining -
and monitored. 

The establishment of a legislative
framework for gender equality in
Romania is still emerging, though many
important steps have already been
taken. The 2003 Constitution (like its
predecessor) guarantees equal
opportunities for men and women.
Romania has ratified various relevant
ILO Conventions and the 1979 United
Nations Convention on the elimination
of all forms of discrimination against
women. It has also signed but not yet
ratified Additional Protocol No. 12 to
the European Convention for the
Protection of Human Rights and
Fundamental Freedoms, which prohibits
discrimination on any grounds.
The new Labour Code introduced in
March 2003 prohibits both direct and
indirect discrimination, although no
specific reference is made to gender-
based discrimination. It also stipulates
important provisions regarding equal
opportunities and equal treatment on
the labour market (in employment,
continuing vocational training, career
building and working conditions). The
Code also provides some positive
discrimination for women - ie special
measures for women’s protection at the
workplace in particular conditions.
A special law on equal opportunities for
women and men has been introduced
(No. 202 of April 2002). The main
provisions are: equal pay for equal
value of work; measures on employees’
protection against dismissal in cases
where a gender discrimination
complaint is made; and employers’
responsibility to inform employees
about legal provisions in this area.
A National Action Plan for Equal
Opportunities has been put introduced
by the government. Its main objectives
are general support for and
enforcement of the gender equality
principle, and an increase in women’s
participation in economic and social
life. It also includes actions to provide
equal access to active labour market
measures, support women’s
employment in sectors with low female
participation rates and introduce special
programmes for (re)training and
continuing vocational training.

Institutional framework 
The institutional framework for
promoting equal opportunities
functions mainly at the national level
and is based on continuous cooperation
between:

• the National Council for Combating
Discrimination (CNCD), set up in 2001;

• the Ministry of Labour, Social
Solidarity and Family’s Department for
Equal Opportunities for Men and
Women;

• the Inter-Ministerial Consultative
Commission in the field of equal
opportunities for men and women;

• the Economic and Social Council’s
Commission for Equal Opportunities for
Men and Women, where the social
partners debate legislative proposals
that address gender issues;

• the Parliamentary Commission for EU
Integration’s special Subcommission for
Equal Opportunities;

• the social partners; and

• non-governmental organisations.

Social partners 
The negotiation of the tripartite ‘single
national collective agreement’, which
provides a minimum basic framework
for employment conditions, is the major
occasion for tripartite dialogue to
address gender issues, although these
do not usually take the form of a
special chapter, but are integrated into
topics such as wages or working time.
The provisions recommend non-
discriminatory attitudes at the
workplace but with no obligation to
develop special action plans. At
company level, collective agreements
are now an active instrument for
promoting gender equality and for
incorporating an equality perspective
into company policies.

Workplace policies 
Gender equality policies at the
workplace are mainly generated at
national level, via the single national
collective agreement, which stipulates
women’s protection at the workplace in
many respects, including the following.

• Working time. The employer must
permit women to continue in their
previous job after the statutory two
years of parental leave. Where women
do not take parental leave, they may
benefit from reduced working time or
request flexible working without any
negative effects on their basic wages
and seniority. Where their children are
under six and there is no kindergarten
available, mothers may work half time,
but this is considered full-time work for
the purpose of calculating seniority.

• Working conditions. From the fifth
month of pregnancy, women may not
work at night or be forced to work
overtime, to travel for work purposes or
to change their workplace without their
consent. In companies with over 50
employees, if women make up more
than 20% of the workforce, the
company health and safety committee
must include at least one woman.

• Payment system and other financial
rights. Equal payment is guaranteed for

workers with the same educational
background and position. The employer
must make up for at least five weeks
the difference between the basic wage
of women on maternity leave and the
legal allowance for such leave.

• Employment policies. In the event of
workforce reductions, women may be
made redundant only as a last resort if
they have children or have less than
three years until retirement.

• Work environment. There are some
provisions to discourage sexual
harassment at the workplace.

At sector/company level, collective
agreements may introduce further
gender equity measures, without
reducing the minimum conditions
outlined above. No specific regulations
have been introduced to support
special equality plans at the company
level.

Commentary 
In Romania, equal treatment and equal
opportunities for women and men have
long been guaranteed by legislation
and, especially in the 1980s, progress
was made in increasing women’s
participation in economic and social
life. However, in the context of recent
economic restructuring and downturn,
even though norms on women’s
protection at the workplace have been
strengthened, only few women have
had the courage to make use of all
legal provisions.

Women’s wages are, on average, 20%
lower than men’s, but this is only in
part due to directly unfair treatment, as
women more often work in low-paid
sectors (agriculture, light industry,
services and trade etc). Nevertheless,
bargaining over individual employment
contracts and the ‘wage confidentiality’
principle favour lower basic wages for
women, whose access to additional
wage incentives is also narrower.

Women are poorly represented at
management level (making up around a
quarter of managers) and their careers
progress more slowly. Only 0.6% of the
female labour force are employers and
about 16% are self-employed.

The main challenge for Romania in
gender issues is bridging the gap
between policy and practice. As stated
in the European Commission’s 2003
Regular Report on Romania’s progress
towards accession, ‘further actions are
needed to translate into action the
principle of equal treatment between
women and men as regards access to
employment’. It is noted that among
the EU acceding and candidate
countries, ‘Romania is the first to have
a functioning equality body’, the
CNCD. While some steps have been
taken to implement the National Action
Plan for Equal Opportunities, overall
progress has been limited. The setting
up of a National Agency for Equal
Opportunities between Women and
Men is at a preparatory stage and
should be completed in 2005.
(Valentina Vasile, Institute of National
Economy)
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A recent report finds that provisions
on equality between men and
women are beginning to gain ground
in Spanish collective agreements.

In October 2003, the Economic and
Social Council (CES) approved a report
on collective bargaining as a
mechanism for promoting equality
between men and women. This is the
first report on this subject drawn up by
the CES, a consultative body of the
Ministry of Labour on which the social
partners are represented. The report
was produced at the request of the
Ministry, due to the incipient but
increasing role being played by gender
equality in intersectoral bargaining. The
central agreement signed by the social
partners to provide a framework for
lower-level bargaining in 2002 was the
first intersectoral agreement to establish
gender equality as an aim, thus
underlining the importance of
bargaining at all levels in promoting
gender equality. This approach was
reinforced in the 2003 central
agreement (EIRObserver 2/03 p.10),
which established more precise
guidelines and examples of ‘good
practices’ as a reference for negotiating
collective agreements. The CES report
assesses the impact that these two
intersectoral agreements are having on
collective agreements at sector and
company level and offers the social
partners’ joint view on the potential of
bargaining in promoting gender
equality at work.

Assessment 
The CES’s general assessment of the
situation is ‘modest but hopeful’. This
conclusion was reached as a result of
studying numerous recent reports on
equality issues in bargaining. The
general conclusions are that:

• there is still a residual presence of
direct discriminatory clauses (such as
‘female categories of work’) in some
agreements, mainly in sectoral
agreements at provincial level and
company agreements; 

• most agreements make no reference
to gender equality;

• some agreements make general
declarations in favour of gender
equality or refer to the current
legislation; and

• a minority of agreements include
clauses that improve on the current
legislation, sometimes introducing
innovative measures. Though these
agreements are few, some of them
have traditionally played a pioneering
role in bargaining as a reference for
other agreements, an example being
the national agreement in chemicals. 

Improvements and innovations 
The most frequent improvements on
the current legislation found in
collective agreements are those on
reconciliation of work and family life.
Improvements have been introduced
particularly with regard to extending
paid family-related leave or applying it
in cases not provided for in the
legislation. On this point, the CES
report agrees with other studies that
the 1999 law on reconciliation of work
and family life has had a positive effect
on bargaining, stimulating the inclusion
of this topic and other gender equality
aspects in many agreements (though
only a minority improve on the legal
provisions). The more innovative
measures include: 

• positive action in access to work, by
establishing that if two persons are
equally suitable priority will be given to
the least represented sex in the
enterprise;

• job-evaluation systems that recognise
skills traditionally considered ‘female’
and undervalued (though strictly
gender-neutral systems have not yet
been introduced);

• positive action to encourage men to
exercise their employment rights related
to reconciling work and family life.
Such initiatives are becoming more
frequent in bargaining for civil servants
and public employees. They are
generally accompanied by other
improvements in parental leave; 

• clauses that define sexual harassment,
and, in some cases, establish
procedures for counselling victims; and 

• establishment of joint bodies to deal
with gender discrimination. In some
cases, the agreement assigns this
function to the existing joint
commission - the body representing the
signatory parties to a collective
agreement which is responsible for
monitoring, interpreting and applying
it. In other cases, it has been agreed to
create a joint commission specialising in
gender equality. In some agreements,
this commission is empowered to issue
reports on cases of discrimination and
make proposals for eliminating them.

Recommendations 
The CES report analyses the treatment
of gender equality in collective
agreements, giving specific examples of
‘good practices’. It also recommends
consideration of issues that are not
currently dealt with in bargaining. The
report states that there is a need to
reach a greater balance between the
number of men and women on
bargaining commissions and to
promote measures to deal with gender
discrimination, either through the
existing joint commissions or through
new, specialised joint commissions.

The CES recommendations also deal
with the action of the public
authorities, in particular the labour
authorities and the Labour Inspectorate.
The report makes numerous
recommendations, including:

• to improve training in gender equality
in these institutions;

• to foster a more active role for the
labour authorities in carrying out legal
control of agreements to detect and
remedy cases of indirect gender
discrimination;

• to improve the statistics on collective
agreements in two areas - information
on the content of clauses related to
gender equality, and information on the
presence of women on bargaining
commissions;

• to establish gender equality among
the specific objectives and campaigns
of the Labour Inspectorate and to foster
awareness-raising, information and
dissemination of the current regulations
by this body, as opposed to its current
role of merely imposing penalties; and

• to reinforce the interaction between
public equal opportunities bodies and
the social partners, allowing the latter
to play an active role in the design and
introduction of programmes to foster
gender equality at company level. 

Commentary 
The CES report shows that the recent
intersectoral agreements are having a
positive impact on bargaining at sector
and company level. This is not only
because they establish general gender
equality guidelines, but also because
they show a greater sensitivity towards
this question by the social partners,
which is also apparent at other levels.
Other initiatives are also having a
positive impact, such as the 1999 law
on reconciliation of work and family
life. However, the CES report also states
that the changes are slow and that the
burden of sexism is still important.
Women are still a minority on
bargaining commissions, most
agreements do not deal with gender
equality and very few include measures
that improve on the current legislation. 

The CES report is particularly important
because it shows that there is also
room for improvement in the action of
the public authorities. If there is really a
political will to promote collective
bargaining as a mechanism for
achieving equality between men and
women, they must establish clear
objectives, provide more training and
give more means to the labour
authorities and the Labour Inspectorate
so that they can act more effectively.
The social partners should also be given
the chance to participate fully in the
design of public policies on gender
equality at work. (Maria Caprile, CIREM
Foundation) 

ES0312102F (Related records: ES0311205F, ES0201207F,
ES0302204F, ES0107153F, ES0209103F, ES9911165F)
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C O M P A R A T I V E  S U P P L E M E N T

The significance of the automotive
sector - ie the manufacturing of
vehicles (cars, lorries, buses etc) and
components for them - for the
European and worldwide economy and
for industrial relations goes beyond its
share in GDP or in total employment,
though these both remain quite
relevant. It was in the automotive
sector that the achievements of the
post-Second World War economic
boom found their most complete
realisation, in terms of production and
organisational developments (it is not
by chance that the ‘Fordist’ production
system takes its name from a car
manufacturer), while at the same time
some of the most important features of
industrial relations systems were
shaped. Car manufacturing was at the
core of the metalworking sector, which
was long at the forefront of economic
and industrial relations developments in
the ‘industrial age’.

At present, even if manufacturing and
metalworking have lost some of their
centrality, the automotive sector
remains in a crucial position in terms of
the transformation of the economy, of
organisational models and of industrial
relations. Within manufacturing, the car
industry is probably one of the activities
where the reorganisation of production,
the creation of global production
networks, the role of transnational
companies and innovations in
organisational models and human
resource management practices have
reached the highest levels. The
automotive sector has often acted as a
pace-setter, or at least front-runner, for
transformations which later became
general, such as ‘lean production’, ‘just-
in-time’ systems and ‘Toyotism’.

For all these reasons, an analysis of the
automotive sector may be particularly
useful in identifying possible trends in
industrial relations, as well as some of
the impacts of the internationalisation
of economic activities.

This comparative supplement studies
the main features of industrial relations
in the automotive sector (defined to
include the manufacturing of both
vehicles and components), highlights
the changes taking place and identifies
possible trends. It is an edited version
of a comparative study - based on
contributions from the EIRO national
centres in the countries concerned -
available on the EIROnline website. In
particular, this supplement examines:

• the main features of the automotive
sector in EU countries, Hungary, Poland,
Norway, Slovakia, and Slovenia;

• the principal characteristics of trade
union and employers’ representation;

• the collective bargaining structure;

• developments in transnational
industrial relations; and

• the main contents of company
policies.

Industry overview 
Since the 1980s, the control of final
assembly of motor vehicles has been
progressively concentrated in a small
number of transnational companies,
which are now connected to a series of
equally transnational basic equipment
manufacturers and a myriad of second-
or third-level suppliers. The sectoral
structure has thus greatly changed in
recent years from a relatively vertically
integrated system to a globally
dispersed one. These twin processes of
concentration and dispersion have
affected different countries in different
ways and today the importance of the
automotive sector, or of its segments, is
quite varied across European countries.

At EU level, the automotive industry
represents some 8% of total
employment in manufacturing - see
table 1 on p.ii. Recent trends include a
reduction of employment in the
manufacturing of vehicles, which has
been more than offset by an increase in
employment in suppliers. This reflects
the recent reorganisation of the
industry through outsourcing processes
and concentration on core activities
(mainly final assembly and engine
production) by major motor companies. 

The varying weight and character of the
automotive sector in different European
countries - indicated by table 1 and
tables 2 and 3 on p.iii and p.iv -
depend on various elements. These
include: the traditional presence of
national car manufacturers (as in
France, Germany, Italy, Spain, Sweden
and UK); the establishment of
‘greenfield’ sites in recent decades,
mainly through foreign investment,
both in the current EU and,
significantly, in central and eastern
European countries; merger and
acquisition activity, which has been
growing since the beginning of the
1990s; and the thorough-going
reorganisation processes which have
marked the whole sector’s development
in recent years.

Table 2 shows that the automotive
industry represents an important and
stable component of the European
economy. Its significance varies
considerably from country to country
and can be as high as almost 11% of
total dependent employment in
manufacturing in Germany, or nearly
900,000 workers, or absolutely

marginal, as in Greece with only 3,000
employees in 2001. 

The clear prevalence of ‘traditional’
motor manufacturing countries is
evident from the distribution of total
European employment in the sector
between countries (see table 3):
Germany alone counts for more than
two-fifths of total automotive
employment in the countries examined
here. Far behind in second place is
France, with 13.1% of total automotive
employment, followed by Spain
(10.5%), the UK (9.6%) and Italy
(7.8%). Among central and eastern
European countries, Poland has the
highest share in employment (nearly
5% of automotive employment in all
countries examined and nearly two-
thirds of that in the acceding countries),
followed by Hungary (1.6%). 

Another significant distinction can be
drawn between those countries where
the manufacturing of vehicles is
dominant, as opposed to those where
the main activities are in the supply
chain (see table 3 above). As can be
seen from table 4 on p.v, the countries
where the economic and employment
weight of the automotive sector is
higher are mainly those where the
traditional production of vehicles under
national brands is present. Among
acceding countries, Slovakia is
apparently emerging as a location for
vehicle manufacturing, as has
happened in Austria in recent years.
Unsurprisingly, in countries where the
automotive industry’s presence is less
significant, activity essentially involves
the manufacturing of supplies, as in
Denmark, Finland, Ireland, and Norway.
The other central and eastern European
countries examined (ie except from
Slovakia) make supplies and appear to
be becoming important elements in the
automotive industry’s global production
network. In the current EU, Portugal
and Spain have a significant role as
suppliers of components, while in Italy
and UK outsourcing processes have
apparently led to the prevalence of the
supply chain over the main vehicle
manufacturers, as far as employment is
concerned. The Netherlands has a
specific position, as vehicle
manufacturing is prevalent in the
automotive sector while the sector’s
share of total employment in
manufacturing is rather small. This is a
consequence of the presence of
important plants producing both cars
(NedCar, which produces for Volvo and
Mitsubishi) and trucks (DAF-Paccar and
Scania). 

In terms of change over time (see table
2), the key position of the automotive
sector in Germany has not declined in
recent years or been adversely affected
by reorganisation and relocation
processes. Rather, this position has
been strengthening: since 1997, both
total employment in the sector and its

Industrial relations in the automotive
sector
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share of all employment in
manufacturing have increased
considerably. The same applies to Spain,
which has seen employment creation in
the sector, mainly concentrated in the
supply chain. France, on the other
hand, has seen a stagnation of
employment, while in Italy and UK
there has been a net decrease in
sectoral employment, both in absolute
levels and in its relative importance in
manufacturing. Automotive operations
have been increasing steadily in Austria
in recent years, probably because of its
vicinity to central and eastern European
markets. Among the acceding countries
examined, Hungary and Slovakia have
experienced a significant increase in
automotive employment, while Poland -
a country with a longer tradition and
the highest number of jobs in this
sector among the acceding countries -
and Slovenia have seen an erosion of
employment levels. In countries where
the automotive sector has only a
marginal role in the economy (such as
Finland, Ireland, Norway and Greece),
the rates of change in employment
might be misleading and are not
particularly informative. 

It was not possible to collect complete
data on the distribution of employment
by gender in the automotive sector.
However, from the scattered
information available, it is possible to
say that the proportion of female
workers usually does not exceed 20%.

An important feature of the automotive
sector, which highlights the notable
internationalisation of operations, is the
high proportion of international trade
in domestic production. The share of
exports in national production can be
as high as 80%-90%, as in Austria and
Belgium, and is quite significant even
for the major manufacturing countries,
where production is often essentially
destined for foreign markets.

The present economic stagnation in
Europe has affected the automotive
market. For instance, the registration of
new motor vehicles has decreased
significantly in western Europe since
2001 (down 3.5% in 2002 and with a
similar reduction forecast for 2003,
according to ACEA). The production of
vehicles has diminished too, but to a
lesser extent and it already shows some
signs of recovery.

Trade union and employer
representation 
The automotive sector is a central
segment of the traditional metal-
working industry and a stronghold of
trade unions. This is well illustrated by
the data on unionisation in table 5 on
p.vi: union density in the automotive
sector is usually well above the national
average and that for manufacturing.
Even in countries where union presence
is generally low, as in France, or
scattered, as in the UK, the automotive
sector has a strong presence of unions
and relatively high unionisation rates. In
France, sectoral union density is
reportedly around 20% (compared with
well under 10% in the private sector as
a whole), while in UK it stands at a
high (in national terms) 44% and in the
main production sites reaches almost
100% among blue-collar workers and
at least 50% among white-collar
workers. Therefore, the automotive
sector seems to be one of the areas
where the role of unions and industrial
relations has remained strong and
comparatively stable in the UK over
recent decades. However, this situation
does not extend to the whole sector in
the UK and not even to all major
companies. The position of the unions
is particularly strong in the long-
established locations of European and
US-based manufacturers, while the
more recently-established Japan-based
motor companies are thought to have
lower union density, and there is a
growing minority of sites in the
components segment where no unions
are recognised. A similar, strong role of
unions in the automotive sector can be
found in acceding countries, especially
in Poland, where sectoral union density
is over double the national average
(40% compared with 15%). It is
somewhat higher than average, though
not to the same extent as in Poland, in
both Hungary and Slovenia, while in
Slovakia it is in line with the average
rate.

This picture of high unionisation
corresponds to the situation in larger
companies and especially vehicle
makers. It does not necessarily
correspond to the situation in many
components firms, where unions may
in some cases be absent, as SMEs are
often the dominant business form. This
might explain the only notable

exception to the ‘rule’ of a higher than
average presence of unions in the
automotive sector: Denmark. Here, the
automotive sector is rather marginal
and centred around suppliers of
components, which are often SMEs
with a less significant presence of
unions. A division of union presence
along the boundaries of subsectors,
with higher unionisation in vehicle
manufacturers than in suppliers of
components, is reported from a number
of countries and seems to be a
common feature. This may be due to
the more fragmented and dispersed
structure of subcontracting and the
smaller average size of components
firms. Such an unbalanced distribution
of union density between subsectors
might be important when considering
the effects of restructuring and of the
outsourcing processes often linked to
such change. However, the
considerable presence of large
multinationals in the automotive supply
chain reduces, at least to some extent,
the potential impact of outsourcing on
union presence and the role of
industrial relations, compared with
other industries where local, often
union-free, SMEs are predominant. 

Trade union representation is usually
organised according to criteria which
go beyond the automotive sector,
though this depends on the particular
features of each national industrial
relations system. In countries where the
main reference point for union
structures is the sector, it is usually the
metalworking industry - or sometimes
manufacturing - which covers
automotive operations. A broad
definition of the automotive industry
which includes all suppliers can involve
a plurality of sectoral unions, such as
those in the electronics sector (when it
is separate from metalworking) or in
the plastic and rubber industry. Specific
blue- or white-collar unions may also
also present, as well as professional and
general unions, depending on cleavages
in national union representational
domains. Ideological orientations might
be important too, as in Italy and France.
For all these reasons, union pluralism is
generally the rule in the automotive
sector across Europe.

The presence of company-specific
unions is generally an exception in
western Europe. The situation differs in
central and eastern Europe, where the
developments which followed the fall
of the communist regimes and the
establishment of democracies and
market economies led to the
emergence of industrial relations
systems characterised by significant
decentralisation. There are also major
differences between large and small
businesses and between public and
private firms, and a high degree of
heterogeneity between geographical
areas in terms of economic structure
and growth, and local labour markets.
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Table 1. Employment in the automotive sector in the EU,
1999-2001 (absolute numbers and as % of total employment

in manufacturing)

Manufacture of % Suppliers % Total %
motor vehicles

1999 1,117,100 4.4 782,500 3.1 1,899,600 7.5

2000 1,096,100 4.6 860,396 3.6 1,956,517 8.3

2001 1,042,313 4.4 900,468 3.8 1,942,781 8.2

Source: European Automobile Manufacturers Association 2003.
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In these circumstances, a number of
company unions have emerged, and
the automotive sector is no exception.
In Hungary, in particular, there are
company unions at almost all major
production sites. Some of these unions
are independent, while others are direct
members of union confederations. In
Slovenia, a company union has been
established in the major motor
company - Revoz, a subsidiary of the
Renault group and the only vehicle
manufacturer in the country - as a split
from the main sectoral union. The
principal reason behind this division
was an attempt by company union
representatives to take advantage of
the particular conditions of the
company, in order to obtain better
conditions than those which could be
won in national-level bargaining.

It seems that the relative weakness of
unions in acceding countries at national
sectoral level, as well as the great
variety of situations that can be found
in different companies, provide
significant incentives for workers in

certain firms (those which are larger,
with better economic performance and
in more economically advanced areas)
to establish company unions. However,
company unions are not the exclusive
form of representation in the
automotive sector in acceding
countries, rather they supplement
existing sectoral unions, which continue
to be the principal actors in national
industrial relations.

As with trade unions, employer
representation in the automotive sector
follow the patterns typical of each
national system. Here, however, the
variety of organisational forms is far less
pronounced. In fact, the main
representational domain for employers’
associations is the industry, and in this
case usually the metalworking industry.
Where a sectoral association does not
have a direct collective bargaining role,
it acts essentially as a trade association.
Moreover, specific trade associations are
usually present for the automotive
sector. Given different industry features
and members’ interests, it is common

to find different trade associations for
the various subsectors: essentially for
manufacturing of vehicles and of
components.

There are only two countries where
specific automotive employers’
associations proper are present:
Portugal and Poland. In Portugal, there
are a number of employers’ associations
which cover all segments of the
automotive market, including sales and
repairs, and engage in collective
bargaining. In Poland, there is a sectoral
association which represents the major
automotive companies - the Association
of Automotive Employers (ZPM) - while
individual companies, such as Fiat, are
members of an intersectoral
organisation - the Polish Confederation
of Private Employers (PKPP). So far,
attempts to conclude a sectoral
agreement in Poland have been
unsuccessful (see below).

Structure of collective bargaining 
The pattern of collective bargaining in
the automotive sector in each country
displays the characteristics which are
typical of national bargaining systems -
see table 6 on p.vii. This means that the
main level of collective bargaining is in
most countries is the metalworking
industry, of which the automotive
sector represents only a part. However,
given the particular features of
automotive production and of the
changes and restructuring which have
been taking place in recent decades,
decentralised bargaining is quite
important, especially in the main vehicle
manufacturers.

Agreements for the whole
metalworking sector, or similar, cover
automotive firms in Austria, Belgium,
Denmark (where the agreement covers
manufacturing generally), Finland,
France, Germany (with the exception of
Volkswagen - see below), Italy, the
Netherlands, Norway, Slovakia,
Slovenia, Spain (though see below) and
Sweden. In cases such as Belgium,
Finland, Norway and Slovenia these
agreements fall within wider national
intersectoral frameworks. Naturally, this
generally results in a high level of
bargaining coverage in the sector,
which is virtually 100% in countries
such as Austria, France, Portugal and
Spain. Within these essentially sectoral
systems, however, company- or
establishment-level bargaining in many
cases plays a role. In France, for
example, sectoral agreements are
supplemented and improved by
company-level agreements, while
sectoral agreements in countries such
as Denmark, Finland, Italy, Norway and
Sweden leave a varying scope for
subsequent lower-level bargaining. The
greatest role for company bargaining in
a nominally sectoral system is probably
found in Spain, where provincial-level
sectoral agreements lay down only
minimum conditions which are
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Table 2. Employment in the automotive sector as share of total
employment in manufacturing and recent trends, European

countries, 1997-2001 (%)

Country Share of total Change in share of Change in
employment in total employment in absolute numbers
manufacturing manufacturing 1997-2001

2001 1997-2001

Western European countries  

Germany 10.95 16.8 19.3

Belgium 8.65** -1.5** -1.5**

Spain 8.75 4.2 31.4

France 7.49*** -0.3*** 0.3***

Sweden* 10.01 8.1 10.9

UK 5.57 -2.6 -11.3

Austria 5.47 22.8 22.4

Italy 4.26 -5.0 -3.4

Portugal 3.20 -15.5 -2.6

Netherlands* 1.88 - -

Finland 1.80 23.1 33.3

Denmark 1.71 7.9 2.6

Ireland 1.59 40.0 63.0

Norway 1.44 -7.9 -20.0

Greece 0.73 66.8 76.5

Average A 
(unweighted) 4.63 - -

Central and eastern European countries

Hungary 4.78 16.3 28.7

Poland 3.84** 3.2** -4.5**

Slovenia 3.08 -6.0 -11.1

Slovakia 4.23 29.0 13.7

Average B 
(unweighted) 3.98 - -

All countries

Average A+B 
(unweighted) 4.50 - -

Source: ILO statistics, , except * EIRO, year of reference 2002. Notes: ** 1999, *** 2000.
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superseded by company agreements in
the main vehicle manufacturers and
suppliers. In Denmark, there is
significant decentralisation of the
regulation of all major issues within a
sectoral framework agreement for
manufacturing.

There are a some exceptions where
collective bargaining covers the
automotive sector alone. In France, the
metalworking unions and the
metalworking employers’ association,
UIMM, sometimes conclude agreements
just for the automotive sector - an
example being a 1999 agreement on
early retirement. A country where
attempts are underway to create an
industrial relations system which refers
specifically to the automotive sector is
Poland. Since 1998, talks have been
held between the unions and the
automotive sector employers’
associations to define an industry-wide
agreement. In May 2001, a final
document was drafted, but the

employers eventually did not sign it, as
the Association of Automotive
Employers (ZPM) decided to leave the
negotiations. These developments
occurred while a crisis in the Polish
automotive sector was deepening. The
situation has not improved since then
and, so far, it is not clear whether the
parties will be able to reach a multi-
employer agreement. Portugal, as
mentioned, is the only country where
there is a sectoral industrial relations
system for the automotive sector which
includes collective bargaining. However,
the definition of the automotive sector
is quite broad - broader than that used
for this supplement - as it encompasses
manufacturing, commerce and services
such as post-sales assistance and
repairs.

In some countries, bargaining is fully
decentralised to company level. For
example, this is the case in the UK,
Ireland (within the framework of
national intersectoral agreements) and

Luxembourg. Among the acceding
countries examined, company-level
bargaining is predominant in Hungary,
where there is no industry-wide
agreement and about half of all
unionised automotive companies are
covered exclusively by company
agreements. An interesting example of
company-level bargaining can be found
even in a country where sectoral
bargaining plays a key role - Germany.
Volkswagen (VW) is not a member of
the sectoral employers’ association and
applies a company-level agreement,
which on average grants better pay and
conditions than laid down in the
metalworking industry-wide accord. 

An interesting development in
bargaining in the automotive sector
took place in Italy in 1998, with the
conclusion of a ‘territorial’ collective
agreement which covers 22 companies
belonging to the network of
subcontractors located around the the
Fiat plant in Melfi. This was the first
time that a multi-employer agreement
was signed for an integrated system of
subcontractors. The companies and the
unions agreed to set up inter-firm joint
bodies and introduced common
provisions regarding some pay bonuses
and certain aspects of working time
management. 

Transnational industrial relations 
The international dimension is very
important in the automotive sector, for
a number of reasons:

• vehicle manufacturing is dominated
by a limited number of global
companies with multiple locations in
both economically advanced countries
and less-developed countries;

• since the 1980s, the industry has
implemented a ‘de-verticalisation’ of
production and a widespread use of
outsourcing and subcontracting - with
the emergence of a few multinational
companies in this field too; and

• the production process has evolved
into a global network which connects
motor companies, main suppliers of
components and a myriad of SMEs
which participate in this division of
labour on a world scale.

A first consequence of this industry
structure is that business strategies are
less influenced by national boundaries
and by traditional locations. Second,
the internationalisation of production
has combined with the
internationalisation of markets and
increased competition, so that motor
companies are constantly in search of
technological, organisational and
production arrangements that can
improve competitiveness through better
industrial and economic performances.
These factors can lead to new
investments in technology, business
process re-engineering, relocation of
production, outsourcing, and

iv

C O M P A R A T I V E  S U P P L E M E N T

Table 3. Total employment in automotive sector in European
countries and distribution by country, plus % of total

automotive employment in suppliers, 2001

Country Total employment Distribution of % of all
(NACE code 34) (000s) total European automotive 

employment employment in
by country, % suppliers (NACE

code 34.2-3)*

Western European countries

Germany 897.0 40.7 44

France 287.9*** 13.1 38

Spain 232.0 10.5 75

UK 212.0 9.6 57

Italy 173.0 7.8 61

Sweden* 75.4 3.4 43

Belgium 53.7** 2.4 35

Portugal 30.4 1.4 86

Austria 29.2 1.3 33

Netherlands* 20.1 0.9 43

Denmark 8.0 0.4 100

Finland 8.0 0.4 64

Luxembourg* 5.3 0.2 100

Ireland 4.4 0.2 100

Norway 4.0 0.2 93

Greece 3.0 0.1 -

Total A 2,043.4 - 52

Central and eastern European countries

Poland 100.4** 4.6 67

Hungary 36.3 1.6 71

Slovakia 15.8 0.7 44

Slovenia 8.0 0.4 57

Total B 160.5 - 64

All countries

Total A+B 2,203.9 100.0 53

Source: ILO statistics, except * EIRO , year of reference 2002. Notes: ** 1999, *** 2000. NB: since
data do not originate from a single source, total figures and percentages should be considered only
as indications.
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interventions in forms of work and
work organisation. As a consequence,
the regulatory capacity of national-level
industrial relations may be challenged,
especially when investment and
location decisions are involved. At the
same time, the bargaining power of
firms increases, with the potential use
of cross-country comparison in terms of
labour costs and regulations and
productivity levels, as threats of
relocation become credible and are
often implemented.

These characteristics and the
traditionally strong role of trade unions
have made the automotive sector one
of the front-runners in the emergence
of some sort of transnational industrial
relations. So far, there are some signs of
a growing awareness on the part of the
unions of the importance of a
supranational level of information and
consultation, in order to grasp the logic
of corporate strategies and understand
their implications, as well as an
increasing demand for bargaining
opportunities in crucial domains such as
global restructuring processes, which
affect different countries at the same
time. Yet, this growing awareness and
demands highlight the weaknesses of
the available instruments, the difficulty
of cross-country coordination of action,
and the obstacles represented by the
emergence of conflicting interests
between workers employed in different
company locations.

In order to have fully-fledged industrial
relations at supranational level,
appropriate actors and instruments are
needed, as well as a corresponding
bargaining level. These conditions are
far from being met (eg there is no EU-
level social dialogue in the automotive
sector) and it is quite difficult to
forecast when or if they will ever be
met at all. At present, the only proper
transnational actors are, as illustrated
above, automotive corporations.
Therefore, the few elements of
transnational industrial relations in the
industry can be found at company level
or, more accurately, at group level. The
main - though not the only - drivers of
such developments are European Works
Councils (EWCs), which means that any

union initiative needs cross-country
coordination on the part of the
different national unions represented
on these EU-level bodies.

EWCs
EWCs are present in practically all major
automotive companies, both
manufacturers of vehicles and of
components. Formally, they are a forum
for information and consultation on
transnational issues. However, on some
specific occasions they have provided
an important instrument both for
coordination between national unions
and for negotiation of some aspects of
company policies. The informal
extension of EWCs’ entitlements to
include some sort of collective
bargaining has required both the
capacity of unions to exert concerted
pressure and a positive attitude towards
such extension on the part of the
company.

The first notable instance of the role
that EWCs can play at a transnational
level was represented by the Vilvoorde
case, when, in February 1997 the
French motor manufacturer Renault
announced the closure of its plant in
Vilvoorde, Belgium, which employed
more than 3,000 workers. This
unexpected decision and the lack of
any information and consultation with
workers’ representatives, and especially
with the Renault EWC, sparked an
unprecedented wave of criticism by
political actors and trade unions. This
led to what was probably the first-ever
genuine European-scale strike, involving
some thousands of employees in
France, Belgium and Spain, with
sympathy actions staged at VW, Volvo,
Opel-General Motors (GM) and Ford
plants in Belgium, accompanied by
demonstrations aimed at obtaining the
suspension of the company’s decision.
In April 1997, a Belgian tribunal
annulled Renault’s decision, finding that
the company had ignored legal
procedures concerning collective
redundancies, information disclosure
and negotiation obligations. Renault
confirmed its decision, but in 1998
signed with the unions a change in the
terms of the EWC agreement, stating
clearly that ‘in the event of a planned

exceptional decision which has
transnational consequences and is of a
nature such as to affect significantly
employees’ interests, the [EWC] will
meet in extraordinary session’, so that
the results of consultation can be taken
into account in the final decision. The
actions which developed around the
Vilvoorde case were possible because of
the strong role that the EWC was able
to play, including in mobilising support
among the public and political actors.
In all this, the role of the European
Metalworkers’ Federation (EMF) was
also supportive.

A similar situation developed in January
2001, when the GM Europe EWC
played a major role, alongside EMF, in
organising a European day of action to
protest against a company restructuring
plan, which envisaged 6,000
redundancies - notably including the
end of car production at the Vauxhall
plant at Luton in the UK - stating that
the EWC had not been informed and
consulted in due time. The action
involved some 40,000 workers around
Europe. The GM EWC had already
begun to develop a form of bargaining
role in 2000, when it signed an
agreement with management on the
effects on employment and employee
representation of GM’s alliance with
Fiat, and it was again able to do so
over the 2001 restructuring plan. In
March 2001, the EWC and GM
management reached an agreement on
the plan, which included measures to
avoid compulsory redundancies and
maintain vehicle production at Luton.
Then, later in 2001, GM announced a
major restructuring of its Opel
subsidiary, which was again subject to
an agreement with the EWC, which
reduced planned job losses and closures
and provided for ‘socially responsible’
workforce reductions, avoiding
compulsory redundancies. The GM
EWC has thus taken on a bargaining
role which is probably the strongest
found in any EWC. However, it was not
the first automotive sector EWC to be
recognised as a bargaining actor by
company management. This was the
Ford EWC, which in early 2000 reached
an agreement with management on
the consequences for employees’
status, employee representation and
sourcing of the spin-off of the
company’s Visteon components
subsidiary.

Despite these notable developments,
EWCs in most companies remain a
relatively weak actor in terms of the
coordination of union actions, as they
are designed essentially for information
and consultation. In some cases, as
seen above, they can achieve some
further scope of action in the event of
reorganisation programmes, since they
are placed in a crucial position to
organise initiatives across Europe, but
their active role has essentially been
confined to defensive actions. Trade
unions make a number of criticisms of
the workings of EWCs in this area. First,
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Table 4. Classification of European countries by importance of
automotive sector in terms of employment and by type of

production

Share of total
employment in
manufacturing

Over 3% Under 3%

More vehicles Austria, Belgium, Netherlands
France, Germany,
Slovakia, Sweden

Type of production
More Hungary, Italy, Finland, Norway,

components/ Luxembourg, Poland, Denmark, Ireland,
supplies Portugal, Slovenia, Greece

Spain, UK

v

Eiro 1.04  16/2/04  10:34 am  Page v



the absence of any recognition as a
bargaining agent is felt by some to be
an important drawback for EWCs’
operations. Second, some unions want
the EWC to be a genuine trade union
structure, rather than a general
employee representation body. Third,
they point out that such group-level
structures may bring together
representatives from undertakings
operating in quite different sectors,
given corporate business diversification
strategies, so that the potential scope
of joint action is considerably reduced
and the EWC’s activities must
necessarily remain confined to a very
general level. For instance, according to
the Italian unions, this is the situation at
the Fiat EWC, where only six of the 30
employee representatives are from the
automotive division. Finally, difficulties
are sometime reported in organising
joint and coordinated efforts across
different countries, as the specific
interests of the different national
locations might prevail. The unions are
trying to address this state of affairs: as
the Spanish unions put it, they are
trying to reinforce the ‘unionisation’ of
EWCs, reduce competition between
workplaces, reinforce supranational
coordination and strengthen the
training of delegates.

Coordination
The activities of the EWCs are not the
only area where some sort of European-
level industrial relations are developing.
However, such developments refer
exclusively to coordination efforts on
the part of the unions and therefore
essentially represent a ‘precondition’

for, or a first component of, possible
bilateral relations with management.
The main level of cooperation and
coordination among unions in the
automotive sector is that of the whole
European metalworking industry. With
the direct support and involvement of
EMF, which is very active in this field, a
number of general sectoral guidelines
on the coordination of bargaining
activities in metalworking have been
issued. A concrete can be found in
Denmark, where the Danish Union of
Metalworkers (Metal) has started
discussions with sectoral unions in
Germany and Sweden about
coordinating demands during
bargaining rounds and implementing
procedures to avoid strike action in one
country being impaired by shifting
production to sites in neighbouring
countries.

The potential for such shifts in
production has been highlighted at
least twice in the Norwegian
automotive sector, when in 1996 and
2000 BMW threatened to cancel
contracts with its supplier Raufoss in
the event of strikes that blocked
production. Though there was no
proper coordination between the
unions in the two countries, the
German Metalworkers’ Union (IG
Metall) reacted firmly and stated clearly
that it would not accept companies
changing their outsourcing
arrangements in response to strikes in
suppliers, thereby weakening the
strikers’ position and putting their jobs
at risk. Therefore, it called on workers
and local unions in the German plants
affected by the strike actively to prevent
other components suppliers being used
as ‘strike-breakers’.

The example of BMW and Raufoss
highlights one of the various ways in
which the structure of the automotive
sector and the internationalisation of
production networks can affect the
regulatory capacity of industrial
relations, and seem to demand some
adjustment in the existing systems of
country-based bilateral relations. In fact,
company management appears to be
much more able to exploit cross-
country comparisons than trade unions.
According to recent research carried out
in the UK, automotive employers are
active in using comparisons of costs
and performances in different plants
and countries, in order to exert pressure
during bargaining rounds and obtain
concessions, for instance in terms of
higher work flexibility, in exchange for
commitments to invest or even avoid
divestment and closure. This sort of
‘coercive’ comparisons by management
can be illustrated by a 1997 worldwide
reorganisation plan at GM, which was
accompanied by a widespread use of
inter-plant ‘benchmarking’. As a result,
there was a series of agreements in
Germany, UK and Belgium that traded
changes in working practices and the
introduction of other measures aimed
at reducing costs and enhancing

productivity against commitments on
future production and investment.

There are, however, some cases of
unions and employee representatives
successfully deploying cross-border
comparisons in automotive
multinationals. Again taking the
example of the UK, at Peugeot’s UK
subsidiary - where union representatives
often use comparisons with other
company plants in negotiations over
working practices - the unions
successfully pursued a claim for a
reduction in working time in 2000
following the conclusion of an
agreement in France implementing the
35-hour week in the PSA group, while
at GM Vauxhall, international
comparisons were successfully used to
secure reductions in working time in
1995 and 1998. 

Global initiatives
Beyond the European level, global-scale
trade union cooperation initiatives and
sometimes bilateral relations with
management are found in automotive
multinationals. The International
Metalworkers’ Federation (IMF) has for
many years organised ‘world company
councils’ to bring together trade union
representatives from a given
multinational’s worldwide operations. In
the automotive sector, IMF currently has
10 such councils - at Fiat, Ford, General
Motors, Honda, Mazda, Mitsubishi,
Nissan, Toyota, VW and Volvo.

In terms of bilateral relations with
management, the automotive sector
has three of the very few ‘world works
councils’ in existence - at Volkswagen,
DaimlerChrysler and (to a lesser extent)
Renault. The sector has also been
involved in the phenomenon whereby a
number of major multinational
companies have signed ‘global
agreements’ or ‘international
framework agreements’ on workers’
rights and other ‘corporate social
responsibility’ issues with international
trade union organisations or other
representatives. Automotive examples
of this trend are Volkswagen,
DaimlerChrysler and GM.

Overall, some automotive groups thus
appear to be in the forefront of the
admittedly limited movement towards
some form of global level of industrial
relation in multinationals.

Company policies 
Automotive companies have always
been major players in innovating both
production processes and organisational
patterns. Since their reorganisation
efforts in the 1980s and 1990s, there
has been a shift towards ‘downsizing’
and investment in automation, leaner
organisational models centred on
teamworking, ‘total quality
management’ practices, various forms
of worker involvement and direct
participation, and work flexibility. A
concentration on core activities,
outsourcing and the creation of a dense
web of subcontracting relationships
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Table 5. Unionisation rates in
the whole economy and in
the automotive sector (%)

Country Whole Automotive
economy sector

Austria 40 60

Belgium 69 na

Denmark 88 50

Finland 79 90

France 9 20

Germany 30 75

Hungary 20 25

Ireland 45 na

Italy 35 38

Luxembourg 50 na

Netherlands* 25 na

Norway* 52 59

Poland 15 40

Portugal 30 na

Slovakia 35 35

Slovenia 41 50

Spain 15 na

Sweden 79 90

UK 29 44

Source: EIRO (estimates in some cases).
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have been further components of the
recent transformation of the
automotive sector. As competitive
pressure has emphasised the
importance of both cost effectiveness
and quality, personnel management has
been essential in guaranteeing high
rates of equipment utilisation and the
reduction of average costs, essentially
through work flexibility, and in
improving quality performance, thanks
to various forms of teamworking,
‘quality circles’, delegation of authority
and a significant use of training.

All of these measures are reported from
the countries examined here, though
with different emphasis, depending on
the specific features of each company’s
strategies and of the national regulatory
framework in which such strategies
have been developed. An interesting
feature seems to be the presence of
various kinds of financial participation
practices, including share-ownership
programmes (as at Renault), profit-
sharing and performance-related pay.
Another widespread practice is the

implementation of incentive schemes
linked to workers’ suggestions on
improving quality or the workplace
environment. Such a programme is
used, for instance, at Revoz in Slovenia.

In the European automotive sector, the
problem of skill shortages does not
seem to be particularly acute, in part
because firms often implement
significant training programmes or
establish relations with outside
institutions, such as schools and
colleges, in order to cope with their
internal needs. In the UK, for instance,
open learning policies have been
introduced in the framework of broader
employee development programmes in
firms such as Ford, Jaguar and Rover.
Sometimes, such initiatives are
negotiated with trade unions, as in
France where Renault signed an
agreement in 2001 on linking the job
grades of 17,000 production operators
to skills acquired through training, and
has concluded a number of deals on
career paths. A prominent example of
connection between vocational training

and formal education is provided by the
German system, where all major
automotive firms have created their
own training facilities and offer a
significant number of apprenticeship
places. In 1995, VW created a specific
subsidiary (Volkswagen Coaching
GmbH) in order to manage all activities
connected to internal training and
apprenticeships. VW appears to be
trying to transfer a similar approach to
its location in Slovakia, where it has
developed a cooperation agreement
with secondary schools in Bratislava to
train electricians.

A very significant feature of company
policies is the recurrence of industrial
restructuring, which seems to hit the
automotive sector especially when
economic prospects worsen. At present,
in the wake of economic stagnation
and a significant reduction in sales of
new cars (down 3.5% in 2002),
reorganisation efforts are under way in
a number of motor companies,
including Fiat (where an overall
reduction of some 3,000 jobs is
envisaged) and Ford (with 3,000
redundancies threatened at the Genk
plant in Belgium in autumn 2003). 

Apart from economic conditions,
reorganisation efforts in vehicle
production are also an effect of the
continuing search for rationalisation of
production across different sites and a
consequence of investment decisions
guided by competitive strategies. In the
case of components manufacturing,
which is relatively more labour-
intensive, restructuring may be linked
more closely to cost-saving efforts, as
labour costs can become important
when investment and relocation
decisions have to be taken. Spain has
been experiencing this kind of pressure
for some time, as certain suppliers have
decided to move their operations,
especially to central and eastern Europe
or North Africa. For instance, the US-
based components multinational Lear
has recently closed its cabling plant in
Barcelona and relocated production to
Poland, where labour costs are
significantly lower, thereby making
redundant 1,000 workers, mostly
women. Moreover, when a major
motor company decides to move its
production to another location, there
may be ‘multiplier effects’, as the
relocation of vehicle manufacturers
sometimes requires the transfer of
some suppliers, given the tendency to
create clusters of automotive firms
around the main producers, and owing
to the net loss of business opportunities
for the smaller local suppliers which are
not tied to the main manufacturer by
long-term partnership agreements.

Such a connection between investment
decisions, relocation and clustering took
place recently in the Netherlands, when
NedCar made a major investment in
modernisation, with a view to
concentrating on core activities and
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Table 6. The structure of collective bargaining in the
automotive sector, by level

Country Intersectoral Sectoral (general Company
metalworking

agreement, if not
otherwise stated)

Austria *** * (works council
agreements, where

‘opening clauses’ apply)

Belgium ** ***

Denmark * (manufacturing) ***

Finland ** (tripartite ** * (increasing
regulation) importance)

France *** **

Germany *** * (works council
agreements where

‘opening clauses’ apply)

Hungary ***

Italy *** **

Ireland * ***

Luxembourg **

Netherlands ** (metalworking; **
metal and electric

engineering)

Norway * *** *

Poland (automotive: under **
discussion)

Portugal *** (automotive)

Slovakia ** (engineering; ** (increasing
electrical engineering; importance)

chemicals)

Slovenia * (manufacturing) ** *

Spain * ***

Sweden ** **

UK ***

Source: EIRO.
Legend: *** more important, ** important, * less important.
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resorting to a significant extent to
outsourcing. It asked its main suppliers
to move their plants near to its
assembly location, so as to make
outsourcing easier and to favour the
transfer of former NedCar employees to
subcontractor firms. The creation of
clusters has been a typical feature of
the growth of the automotive industry
in Spain. In Italy, investment in the
greenfield Fiat plant at Melfi in the mid-
1990s meant the relocation of many
subcontracting firms to the same area.
More recently, a reorganisation exercise
at VW’s operations in Belgium included
the establishment of an ‘automotive
park’ within an enlarged production
site to bring subcontractors together.

A final noteworthy aspect of company
policies refers directly to recognition, or
otherwise, of the role of the unions and
of industrial relations. While the role of
the unions is well established in most
automotive companies in the current
EU Member States, clear examples of
‘union-avoidance’ practices are found in
some of the acceding countries. For

instance, the major car assembly plant
in Hungary, the Suzuki site in
Esztergom, is a ‘union-free’ workplace
and the company has signed a works
council agreement. In Slovakia,
commentators distinguish between two
different groups of automotive firms:
those which apply a ‘German
approach’, whereby the company
recognises the representation role of
the unions and the possibility of
reducing conflict through collective
industrial relations (such as Volkswagen,
Delphi and Lear); and those which
prefer the ‘US approach’ and consider
that it is better to build direct
relationships with employees and try to
avoid the establishment of local unions
(Leoni and Johnson Controls, for
example, are said to fall into this
category). 

On a smaller scale, it is also possible to
find similar attitudes in some EU
locations, which derive from specific
corporate cultures. In the UK,
negotiations over pay and major
working conditions in the three Japan-

based manufacturers - Honda, Toyota
and Nissan - take place between the
company management and elected
employee councils which are not union
based (although some representatives
may be union members). This situation
reflects a specific approach to labour
relations which emphasises the role of
direct relationships with employees. In
Austria, in 1999, referenda were held in
three Magna Steyr plants on the setting
up of works councils. In all of them, the
majority of workers voted against the
establishment of works councils and in
favour of the system of ‘employee
spokespersons’ which is part of the
Magna group’s personnel management
policies. The unions strongly opposed
this direct participation scheme and
criticised the company for avoiding the
establishment of works councils, but
the conflict now seems to have died
down to some extent.
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C O M P A R A T I V E  S U P P L E M E N T

Commentary

The automotive sector still represents an important part of the economic system, despite the predominant role of services
and the growing importance of new sectors, such as those which are closely connected to the development of information
and communications technology (ICT). Apart from its symbolic importance as a major expression of the ‘industrial age’, the
automotive sector has so far maintained its leading role in innovation - from technological change (such as the growing use
of ICT in both production and sales) to organisational models and inter-business relations. From the point of view of
industrial relations, this process of innovation means that a traditional stronghold of industrial trade unions has to face major
challenges which put at risk the unions’ capacity to represent workers and regulate the employment relationship.

As far as worker representation is concerned, union density remains very high in the central vehicle-manufacturing segment
of the industry, while it seems to be lower in the components segments. However, the emergence of large transnational
companies and of long-term partnership agreements between motor manufacturers and suppliers reduces, at least to some
extent, the fragmentation of the sector into a myriad of small firms where unions and industrial relations usually find it
harder to establish themselves.

A more significant challenge for unions and industrial relations appears to be the growing tendency of automotive firms to
become transnational companies, which make decisions about investment and location regardless of national borders.
Divestments and relocations can highlight contradictions and conflicting interests between different national unions in
Europe. Moreover, there is not yet an established level at which transnational issues can be jointly regulated by collective
bargaining, nor organisational tools that can solve those possible contradictions and conflicts among the unions. However,
shaped around the emerging role of EWCs, there are already significant signs of coordinated action on the part of the
unions vis-à-vis transnational motor companies. Furthermore, the automotive sector has been able to produce innovations in
the field of industrial relations, being the location of what was probably the first European-scale strike and the first
substantive agreements concluded by EWCs, not to mention some of the first global-level works council-type bodies.

Even more challenging seems to be the constant process of reorganisation which characterises the industry. Motor
companies are continuously in search of a better combination of resources, in the face of internationalised competition. This
requires that industrial relations, and especially the unions, must be able to cope with business strategies that show great
dynamism and innovation and are often decided and implemented at a transnational level which, as mentioned above, can
be out of reach of traditional bilateral relations. The importance of quality issues (as well as safety and environmental
aspects) in the automotive sector represents an opportunity for the development of joint regulation, which could probably
take innovative paths, including an increasing role for participatory practices. While worker involvement and collective
bargaining can probably support increased efforts to improve productivity and competitiveness, measures which simply aim
to reduce costs both within firms and in their relations with suppliers can erode the endowment of trust and collaboration
which is often necessary to implement innovation and compete successfully, especially in the case of such a complex and
interconnected system as that of the automotive sector.

Recent experience related to collective bargaining, the positions of the trade unions and the attitudes of at least some of the
major automotive companies seems to confirm the viability of a solution which combines higher adaptability for firms with a
broader involvement of workers in companies’ decisions and new forms of protection. A good example was the negotiation
in 2001 of a separate set of company agreements for a new VW subsidiary, Volkswagen 5000 GmbH, which set pay rates
below those in the main VW company agreements (and equivalent to those in the metalworking sectoral agreement), but
included new provisions on continuing training, work organisation and co-determination rights which went beyond the
main company agreements. If similar balanced solutions emerge across the sector, automotive production might well remain
a point of reference for industrial relations for a long time to come. (Roberto Pedersini, Fondazione Regionale Pietro Seveso)
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