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Trade unions have repeatedly been challenged by neoliberal
programmes implemented within Member States of the
European Union (EU) and at the European level. The twenty-
seven country chapters at the core of this book chart the
features of the neoliberal challenge in the EU Member States
and the measures implemented by unions in their attempts to
adapt to changed circumstances since 2000. It is clear that
union activity, either independently or in conjunction with
allies, will be at the centre of revitalization campaigns if the
pieces left from the neoliberal challenges are to be picked up
and wielded into a coherent response.

This book offers a comprehensive comparative overview of the
development, structure, and policies of national trade union
movements in the EU. It presents an in-depth analysis of the
challenges facing these organizations and their strategic and
policy responses from 2000 to 2020.
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Foreword

More than twenty years ago I edited a book entitled 7rade Unions in
Europe with Jeremy Waddington. That book identified the challenges fac-
ing trade unions as a result of the implementation of neoliberal policies
within nation states and the European Union. This volume is a timely
update on developments since the millennium. Based around twenty-
seven country chapters the book highlights both the challenges posed
by neoliberalism to trade unions and the wide range of policy responses
implemented by unions to adapt to new circumstances. It demonstrates
the dangers to European social models arising from neoliberal policies
and identifies what needs to be done if this model is to be protected.
I recommend the book to all those interested in ensuring that the unique
features of Europe’s social models can be retained in a viable form.

Reiner Hoffmann
Former President of the German Trade Union Confederation (DGB)
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Preface

In 2000 the European Trade Union Institute published its initial
volume on trade unions in Europe (Waddington and Hoffmann 2000),
which identified elements of the then nascent neoliberal challenge to
trade unions. Since the publication of that volume unions have repeatedly
been challenged by neoliberal programmes implemented within Member
States of the European Union (EU) and at European level. At the heart
of this challenge is the neoliberal assumption that trade unions, collective
bargaining and other forms of regulation set by collective actors consti-
tute ‘labour market rigidities’, the effects of which must be removed or
minimized if economies are to thrive. This book charts the impact of the
neoliberal challenge on trade unionism and the measures implemented
by trade unionists in their attempts to adapt to changed circumstances.
This book also takes into account the successive enlargements of the EU
that have taken place since 2000. Central to the book are thus twenty-
seven chapters, each of which examines trade unionism in a Member

State of the EU.

The neoliberal agenda pursued by employers and policymakers at
national and European levels is a macroeconomic policy comprising
trade liberalization, fiscal discipline and prioritization of the control of
inflation at the expense of full employment. In addition, the neoliberal
programme includes wide-ranging political initiatives designed to free
markets from bureaucratic or corporatist control. As trade unions were
integral to these forms of control within the EU Member States, they
were subject to challenge. Within Member States the liberalization and
privatization of public services led to reduced public sector employment,
which traditionally is densely unionized; labour market reforms reduced
employment protections and accelerated low wage and atypical employ-
ment; collective bargaining was decentralized and, in some instances,
de-unionized; and the state and political parties ‘distanced’ unions from
involvement in policy formulation. There is no uniformity to these fea-
tures of the neoliberal challenge between Member States, nor is there
uniformity in the unions’ capacity to respond and the form of their
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responses to these challenges. The twenty-seven country chapters at the
core of this book chart the features of the national neoliberal challenge
and the various trade union responses. The main analysis in each chapter
covers the two decades from 2000. The cut-off point of the analysis is
early 2021, which means that any post-Covid dynamics and trends could
only be touched upon.

Four interrelated arguments resonate throughout the book. First, the
neoliberal programmes pursued within the Member States are uneven
and vary by degrees. The direction of travel within Member States may
be similar, but the distance covered differs markedly. Second, the impact
of the neoliberal challenge is influenced by this unevenness and by the
state of trade unions at the time the different elements of the neoliberal
challenge were implemented. Third, trade unions in Central and Eastern
Europe (CEE) were not as embedded in social market—style industrial
relations systems as their counterparts elsewhere in the EU when neolib-
eral programmes were enacted. Furthermore, trade unions in CEE had
to adapt to enlargement and, in general, had access to fewer material
and political resources. As a consequence, the impact of the neoliberal
challenge has been harder felt by trade unions in CEE than elsewhere.
Fourth, the impact of the EU has not always been benign. To the con-
trary the EU has distanced itself in practice, if not rhetorically, from the
promotion of a European social dimension, especially between 1999 and
2014; the social policy measures that were adopted comprised many soft
law elements, weak minimum standards and no attempt to upwardly
harmonize social policy. Furthermore, a series of decisions made by the
European Court of Justice have downgraded the rights of labour in rela-
tion to the operation of the single market.

In developing the different variants of these arguments each of the
country chapters comprises material grouped under the same nine head-
ings: the historical background and principal features of the system of
industrial relations; the structure of trade unions and union democracy;
unionization; union resources and expenditure; collective bargaining and
unions at the workplace; industrial conflict; political relations; societal
power; and trade union policies towards the EU. This framework accen-
tuates the analytical similarities between chapters, while also facilitating
the identification of different developments in the various Member States.
The authors of each chapter determined the order in which the mate-
rial is presented according to specific country characteristics. To further
encourage consistency in analytical practice, the authors of each country
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chapter reviewed, via Zoom and physical meetings, drafts of other coun-
try chapters. Together with the reviewing conducted by the editors this
approach ensured that each country chapter was peer reviewed by a min-
imum of six people.

The scale of this publication has necessitated the involvement of a
wide range of people in addition to the editors and authors of the country
chapters. The editors express their heartfelt thanks to these contributors.
The ETUI acted as the hub of the research and funded the numerous
meetings of authors and editors over the three years of production.
Initially, Kristel Vergeylen and latterly Angélique Vanhoutte organized
the workshops and convened the meetings with quiet efficiency. Specific
responsibilities were distributed throughout the networks operated by
the ETUL In particular, James Patterson was responsible for the English
editing of the country chapters and some of the pre-publication lay-
out. Birgit Buggel-Asmus also assisted with the layout, while Giovanna
Corda worked through the bibliography of each chapter. Needless to say,

responsibility for the final manuscript rests with the editors.

Jeremy Waddington Brussels, May 2022
Torsten Miiller
Kurt Vandaele
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Chapter1

Trade unions in the European Union:
Identifying challenges

Jeremy Waddington, Torsten Miiller
and Kurt Vandaele

Within most industrialized societies trade unions historically occu-
pied a key position. In helping to construct modern liberal democracies
unions struggled for collective representation, participation and universal
suffrage. The widespread coverage of collective bargaining was associated
with a diminution in inequality, an increasing wage share of national
income and negotiated outcomes that informally linked inflation, pro-
ductivity growth and wages. Within the workplace, unions negotiated
protection against risks of illness and accidents as well as ensuring a
degree of procedural fairness by means of grievance and disciplinary pro-
cedures. In alliance with Social Democratic, Labour and, in some coun-
tries Christian-democratic and Communist Parties, unions sought and
secured rhetorical, if not political, commitments to seek full employment.

Within Western Europe analyses of the European social model empha-
size a number of core features including forms of policy coordination
that promote economic growth and consensual labour market develop-
ment; the integration of social and welfare policy with economic policy;
minimum terms and conditions of employment, more often than not
underwritten by the state; and the independent representation of work-
ers (Crouch 1993; Hyman 2005; Lane 1989). Central to each of these
features is the role of trade union organizations' and collective bargain-

ing (Crouch 1999: 32-47; Sassoon 1996), characteristics that separate

The term ‘trade union organizations’ is used throughout this publication to refer
collectively to all trade unions: that is, at European level the ETUC and the ETUFs,
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Europe from neoliberal forms of economic management, typified by the
United States (Coates 2000: 77—106; Crafts and Toniolo 1996b), and
contribute positively to long-term economic performance (Eichengreen
2007; Gamble 2014). This book explores whether trade union organiza-
tions are in a position to sustain their role within the national variants of
the European social model.

The shift towards neoliberalism after about 1980 threatened the posi-
tion of unions within the European Union (EU).” Views on the impact
of this threat vary. At one extreme it is argued that neoliberalism has fun-
damentally altered industrial relations institutions and practices (Baccaro
and Howell 2017), whereas others highlight the resistance and adapta-
tion to the neoliberal project (Dglvik and Martin 2015) and the variation
in its impact (Miiller et al. 2019). What is clear is that trade unions in
the EU are not in a good place. Unionization rates are at their lowest
level since 1950 (Visser 2019a) and, at best, the resources deployed to
organizing and recruitment campaigns have merely slowed national rates
of decline (Holgate et al. 2018; Phelan 2007; Urban 2012). Mobilization
in the form of strike activity to defend workers’ interests is also at low ebb
in most Member States of the EU (Vandaele 2016; van der Velden et al.
2007). Furthermore, the ‘standard’ union pursuit of improved pay and
conditions for workers has been jeopardized by a decline in the coverage
of collective bargaining and the decentralization of much of the collective
bargaining that remains (Waddington et al. 2019). As a consequence,
unions set the terms and conditions of employment for a smaller propor-
tion of the workforce. The trust expressed by various groups of workers
in unions, however, has not diminished in most countries (Frangi et al.
2017; Gorodzeisky and Richards 2019). The decentralization of collective
bargaining requires trade unions to coordinate the settlement of decen-
tralized collective agreements to ensure a degree of parity between work-
ers who were previously covered by the same industrial agreement. In
practice these developments mean that there are fewer resources available

and at national level trade union confederations, and national, regional or local trade
unions.

Some would argue that the EU is a neoliberal project by definition (Gray 2004;
Streeck 2019). While this argument is rejected here, it is acknowledged that neolib-
eral policies have informed the direction of travel of the EU over the period of interest
of this publication: that is, since 2000.
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to unions at a time when more wide-ranging tasks, the coordination of
settlements, necessitating increased resources are required.

This publication assesses the position of trade unions in the EU since
2000. As such, it ‘follows on’ from an earlier European Trade Union
Institute (ETUI) publication on European trade unionism (Waddington
and Hoffmann 2000) and incorporates analysis of the impact of adopt-
ing the Euro and successive EU enlargements. The publication argues
that the viability of the trade union pillar within some national vari-
ants of the European social model is threatened. To situate unions within
a historical perspective this chapter comprises three sections. The first
section reviews the historical bases of unionism during the ‘golden age’
between 1945 and 1975 and outlines the features of the subsequent
neoliberal challenge to unionism to introduce the changing position
of unions. The second section charts the changes in the labour market,
economic outcomes and collective bargaining concurrent with the neo-
liberal project since the year 2000. These two sections thus identify the
challenges faced by trade unions within the EU. The country chapters
that form the body of the book and the concluding chapter examine in
more detail how the neoliberal project has impinged on trade unionism
within each Member State of the EU and identify how trade unionists
have responded to these challenges. The third section reviews the themes
addressed by the country experts in their chapters on the twenty-seven
Member States of the EU and outlines the structure of the publication.’
Throughout all the chapters in this publication reference is made to data
available in Appendix Al.

From ‘golden age’ to neoliberal challenge

During the ‘golden age’ (Marglin and Schor 1990) or ‘trente glo-
rieuses’, 1945 to 1975, trade unions in Western Europe advocated reform
centred on workers’ rights, improvements in terms and conditions
of employment and industrial citizenship in economic management.

We acknowledge that the United Kingdom was a Member State of the European
Union for much of the period under review here. Brexit, however, distanced the
United Kingdom from the European Union and led to changes in the relationship
between the European Trade Union Confederation and the Trades Union Congress.
For these reasons there is no Chapter on the United Kingdom included in this vol-
ume. Examples from the United Kingdom are included in both Chapters 1 and 29 to
illustrate arguments of wider scope.
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Against the counterpoint of the command economies dominant within
Central and Eastern Europe (CEE), the noteworthy feature of the period
within market capitalism was the extent to which trade unions in Western
Europe realized ambitions in these fields (Ross and Martin 1999: 6). In
contrast, in much of CEE trade unions were incorporated into systems of
governance dominated by Communist Parties, to which the unions were
largely subservient. This section identifies the key features of the ‘golden
age’ as a means of identifying the extent of the challenge to unions inher-
ent in neoliberalism and, in particular, the threat to the legitimacy of
trade unions.

From the ‘golden age’ to ...

Underpinning trade union progress in Western Europe during the
‘golden age’ was economic growth. Although this growth was cyclical, it
was characterized by relatively long upswings and relatively short down-
swings (Crafts and Toniolo 1996a). Multinational companies (MNCs)
were drivers of economic growth, basing their activities on ‘fordist’” mass
production of goods, which were primarily intended for sale in national
markets. Within MNCs ‘affluent workers’ were able to secure higher
wages and enhanced job security in return for their cooperation at work,
required by management to meet the demand arising from rising living
standards (Goldthorpe et al. 1969). While rarely formally agreed or made
explicit, wage growth became associated with a trade-off involving infla-
tion and productivity growth (Marglin and Schor 1990). The increas-
ing coverage of collective bargaining facilitated such trade-offs within all
companies. This ‘virtuous circle’ powered high rates of economic growth
until the late 1960s when rates of growth slowed and then subsequently
dived as the impact of the oil crisis hit home and stagflation resulted
(Eichengreen 2007: 198-251) coupled to a resurgence of industrial con-
flict (Crouch and Pizzorno 1978).

Accompanying the high rates of economic growth during the ‘golden
age’ was the broadening of the role of the state informed by Keynesian
policies (Howell 2005: 86-130). The welfare state was extended in scope
and depth (Esping-Andersen 1990), and, at least, rhetorical commitments
were made to securing full employment by parties of the political left and
right. Trade unions participated in decisions made by the state at the cen-
tre and within the localities, particularly, but not exclusively, when left-
of-centre parties were in power. Corporatist or tripartite arrangements
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afforded trade unions influence within national policy making, which
promoted alliances between unions and political parties. Many union-
ists, for example, sought election to public office as representatives of the
political party with which the unions were in alliance. Under pressure
predominantly from unions, the state broadened industrial citizenship in
the form of board-level employee representation, works councils, health
and safety committees and other forms of workplace representation. This
was particularly the case in the public sector where the state acted as a
‘model employer’ to promote similar developments in the private sector.

Trade unions benefitted from these developments. From a principally
male, full-time, manual and manufacturing core membership unions
extended organization to include some white-collar and women mem-
bers. With the exception of the countries with variants of the Ghent
system, where unions were involved in the administration of unemploy-
ment insurance, large segments of private sector services remained unor-
ganized. Retail, hospitality, catering and tourism, for example, were low
union density segments of most economies. Burgeoning membership
allowed unions to finance and offer a wider range of services to members
encompassing research, legal and training departments. Similarly, full-
time officers and lay representatives’ with extensive time-off provisions
‘serviced’ the growing membership by means of increasingly formalized
grievance and disciplinary procedures.

Although pleas to internationalize became louder towards the close
of the ‘golden age’ (Levinson 1972), trade unions remained national in
orientation. Engagement with the nation state afforded the only oppor-
tunities to secure improvements in welfare provisions and legislation on
union security. Similarly, collective bargaining arrangements were reli-
ant on national industrial settlements, thus accentuating the national
focus of unionists. The linkage between wages, inflation and productivity
growth that informed collective bargaining was also based on national
data and comparisons. Although some MNCs engaged in company
bargaining, most were signatories to national industrial agreements and
none introduced transnational settlements for the entire MNC. While
the establishment of the European Trade Union Confederation (ETUC)
in 1973 constituted a step towards greater European trade union

4 . .
The term lay representative is used to refer to shop stewards, works councillors or

their equivalents.
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internationalization, the initial limited affiliation and the rudimentary
structures were indicators of the limits to trade union internationaliza-

tion, (Degryse and Tilly 2013; Delvik 1999).

The potential for rapid economic growth in CEE after 1945 was
present in the form of catch-up effects as largely agricultural economies
industrialized and, as in the West, made good the damage wrought by
the Second World War (Eichengreen 2007: 131-162). This potential of
‘input capitalism’ was not realized. The central planning system in which
all major industries were owned by the state resulted in the rapid cre-
ation and expansion of the industrial base, but economic growth became
dependent upon ever-greater inputs of labour and capital from about
1960 (Aldcroft and Morewood 1995). The subsequent failure to invest
in modern machinery, labour shortages and poor management practices
further impaired economic growth (Berend 1996).

In this context, the situation of trade unions in CEE differed mark-
edly from their counterparts in the West. As close, yet subservient, allies
of the various national Communist Parties, unions became integral to
the system of exhortation directed towards productivity growth. In the
absence of rising living standards, marked limits to consumption, under-
investment in housing and communications, and poor power provisions
(Eichengreen 2007: 140; Mazower 2000: 253-289), unions were asso-
ciated with the failures of central planning rather than institutions con-
cerned to raise the living standards of members. Instead, trade unions
in CEE emphasized a social role. The provision of convalescent homes,
facilities at holiday resorts and extensive child-care arrangements exem-
plified the social aspect of union practice. These provisions coupled to
advantages to members through trade union links to the Communist
Party ensured high levels of union density. In 1970, for example, union
density was estimated at 80.0 per cent or higher in each of the CEE coun-
tries where Communist Parties were in power.” Trade union density was

thus markedly higher in CEE than in Western Europe.

Throughout most of CEE trade unions at the workplace were con-
cerned to meet productivity, output and other targets required within
the terms of central planning. Union involvement was thus an element
of workplace management. It should be noted, however, that training

5 . . N .
This figure is based on estimations provided by members of the network that pro-

duced this publication from CEE.
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provisions were extensive with the consequence that significant propor-
tions of the workforce were relatively highly skilled in some countries,
notably Czechoslovakia and Hungary. The exception to the managerial
function performed by unions in CEE was Yugoslavia where a system
of self-management was implemented with each self-managed enterprise
managed by an elected works council. Yugoslav self-management led to
a degree of democratic rather than bureaucratic planning and the emer-
gence of market relationships between self-managed enterprises (Moore
1970; Singleton and Topham 1963). Initially self-management was inde-
pendent of Yugoslav unions, which occupied a similar position to their
counterparts elsewhere in CEE, but after about 1970 Yugoslav trade
unions supported unofficial strikes called against incomes policies imple-
mented to curb inflation (Coates and Topham 1972: 244).°

In summary, the ‘golden age’ was a phenomenon of Western Europe
that enabled trade unions to consolidate economic and political positions
that hitherto they had not achieved. Within CEE the position of unions
was also consolidated in a subservient relation to the Communist Party.
The contrast between trade unionism in Western Europe and CEE was
thus marked. Furthermore, these differences were accentuated when the
Soviet bloc disintegrated and the system within which trade unions were
consolidated was replaced.

... the neoliberal challenge

The neoliberal policy agenda impacted all Member States, albeit to
different degrees dependent inter alia upon the resilience of trade union
organization, the degree of union embeddedness in labour market and wel-
fare institutions, and the intensity of the adopted neoliberal programme.
At the core of the neoliberal agenda was the rejection of Keynesian
assumptions, including the rejection of full employment as a desired
political target and the prioritization of the control of inflation (Baccaro
and Howell 2017). Post-1980 levels of unemployment have thus been
consistently higher than those recorded during most of the ‘golden age’
with a subsequent weakening of the bargaining position of trade unions
(see Table A1.]).” In pursuit of reduced inflation governments sought

Chapters 5 and 26 examine whether this different pattern of development impinges
on trade union practices in Croatia and Slovenia after 2000.

All tables marked Al are available in the appendix.
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increases in labour market ‘flexibility’. In this context trade unions and
collective bargaining were viewed as labour market rigidities, which were
to be reduced in effect. Accompanying attempts to reduce the coverage
of collective bargaining were initiatives to promote the decentralization
of collective bargaining, which were generally supported by employers.
In CEE where unions and collective bargaining were at a different level
of development compared to Western Europe, measures were taken to
limit their development with adverse consequences for union density,
which plummeted immediately after the transformation, and the cover-
age of collective bargaining, which remained sparse. Only in Romania
and Slovenia were industrial bargaining arrangements established and
these were short-lived in Romania (Trif and Paolucci 2019). Elsewhere
in CEE where collective bargaining was established it tended to operate
at company level.

Employers lobbied hard for these political changes and took advan-
tage of the political opportunity to introduce a range of policies that
further inhibit union organization, particularly in the form of human
resource management (HRM) practices designed to enable managers to
speak directly with workers rather than through their union workplace
representative or works councillor, and so-called flexible working based
on neoliberal legislation that limits job security. Although the extent to
which Fordist production will disappear is debated (Coriat 1995; Hirst
and Zeitlin 1991), it is clear that other production regimes, incorpo-
rating flexible specialization, are becoming embedded, again requiring a
shift in union organization (Boyer and Drache 1996; Iversen and Soskice
2019: 136-215).

A further objective of the neoliberal programme is a reduction in
the size and the role of the state. Privatization of industries and services
owned by the state was commonplace in Western Europe after 1980,
together with the introduction of mechanisms intended to promote
internal markets within the remaining public sector. In CEE the extent
of privatization was more wide-ranging, an impact compounded by the
high rates of foreign direct investment from Western European- and
United States (US)-owned MNCs (Bohle and Greskovits 2012: 262—
267). In practice, throughout much of Europe public sector employment
contracted as a proportion of the labour force, thereby shifting employ-
ment from economic segments of union strength to segments of relative
union weakness.
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Regarding the role of the state the neoliberal intention was to ‘dis-
tance’ the state from trade union engagement. In Western Europe many
tripartite and corporatist institutions were dismantled or downgraded
in influence, thus limiting union involvement in policy formulation
(Baccaro and Howell 2017). In CEE tripartite institutions were estab-
lished ostensibly to generate political support for the transformation to
market economies, to settle minimum wages, to manage welfare pro-
visions and to establish systems of industrial relations. Many of these
tripartite institutions, however, were shown to be illusory, a means to
generate neoliberal outcomes and a contraction of the welfare state, and a
mechanism to ensure that labour recognized the weakness of its position
(Bohle et al. 2007; Ost 2000).

During the ‘golden age’ the focus of trade union activity was within
the nation state. Concurrent with the ascendency of the neoliberal policy
agenda were further developments towards globalization and internation-
alization that rendered obsolete a sole union focus on the nation state.
For unions, however, a focus on the nation state remained imperative as
welfare provisions, legislation on social security and most collective bar-
gaining institutions and practices remained national, albeit often taking
international developments into account. While the nature and impact
of globalization are contested (Munck 2002; Nichols and Cam 2005), it
is apparent that the absence of agreed global regulation or a ‘global com-
pact’ (Held 2004: 55-72) promotes regime competition as MNCs seck
sites from which to base their activities more competitively (Greer and
Hauptmeier 2016). In this context, national regulations sought by unions
and labour unrest may act to encourage MNC:s to locate activities where
regulations are less demanding, which, in turn, may create conditions
favourable for further unionization (Silver 2003). Regime competition
results in operating standards below those sought by unions and, beyond
Europe, the exclusion of trade unions from the workplace. The challenge
for unions is to establish, or be integral to, a global regulatory framework,
which ensures decent standards, however these may be defined.

Within the EU, integration, enlargement and the adoption of a wider
range of European regulation has necessitated trade union interventions
at European level. Trade unionists could no longer defend their interest
by acting solely within the nation state. The ETUC and the European
Trade Union Federations (ETUFs), which operate at industry level, are
relatively ‘immature’ organizations that are in the process of establishing a



46 Jeremy Waddington et al.

raison d étre at a time when resources are limited. To ensure an articulated
response to EU-level policy proposals the ETUC and the ETUFs must
liaise with affiliated trade union organizations operating at national level.
In short, to formulate coherent EU-level policies, additional resources
are required at a time when membership decline effectively curtails the
resources available to trade unionism. This pressure is felt most markedly
in CEE where unions are relatively poorly resourced. Furthermore, the
different ‘starting points’ of Western European and CEE trade unions as
they emerged from the ‘golden age’ raises questions about how a unified
union position might emerge and the form it might take (Adamczyk
2018; Miiller and Platzer 2020). Similarly, differences in national indus-
trial relations systems have led to intense debates within the ETUC as
to the form European regulation preferred by trade unions might take
(Lovén Seldén 2020; Seeliger 2019).

Concurrent with the neoliberal challenge was the weakening of the
links between trade unions and social democratic or labour parties, as
left-of-centre parties abandoned rhetorical demands for ‘full employ-
ment in favour of assigning preference to the control of inflation with
adverse consequences for the bargaining position of unions (Haugsgjerd
Allern and Bale 2017). The idea of trade unions working in conjunction
with left-of-centre political parties in a labour movement has become
increasingly open to question. In Germany and the United Kingdom
(UK), for example, The ‘Agenda 2010’ adopted in 2003 by the Social
Democratic-led coalition government of Chancellor Schroder and the
‘third way’ strategy of the Labour government of Prime Minister Blair
were effectively programmes that copied many of the policies of their
right-of-centre predecessors (Spier 2017; Webb and Bale 2017). Also
in the political sphere, large numbers of unionists and potential mem-
bers now vote for far-right nationalist and populist parties, albeit among
unionists at a lower rate than among the population as a whole, further
eroding the political position of trade unions (Mosimann et al. 2019;
Oesch 2008).

Within the polity at EU-level the Alliance of Socialists and Democrats
(S&D) was the largest parliamentary group until 1999, but, with the
exception of the fifth European Parliament 1999-2004, has operated as

The title Alliance of Socialists and Democrats was adopted in 2009. While there were
several name changes beforehand the most longstanding was the Party of European
Socialists (PES), which is still used in some circles today.
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part of a grand coalition with the Christian-democratic and conserva-
tive European People’s Party (EPP), most recently as a means to limit
the influence of the populist and nationalist right-of-centre. The price
of this coalition is adherence to the neoliberal economic agenda advo-
cated by the EPP and the absence of any recent significant progress on a
European social policy agenda.” This pattern of development is charac-
terized by an increasing reliance on ‘soft’ law regulation (Sapir 2014), an
asymmetry between market enforcing and market correcting measures
(Scharpf 2009), the ‘social deficit’ apparent in economic and social union
(Hinarejos 2016), and the limited aspirations of the EU Pillar of Social
Rights (Lércher and Schémann 2016). It remains to be seen whether the
European Commission led by Ursula von der Leyen will significantly
change course, despite far-reaching initiatives such as the directives on
adequate minimum wages in the EU and on platform workers.

The ascendency of the neoliberal political agenda is associated with a
shift in the pattern of regulation in Western Europe involving the aban-
doning of Keynesian policies and in CEE the rejection of command
economies. Throughout the EU trade unions are thus in the process of
adjustment to radically changed circumstances. At its core, the neolib-
eral project intends to remove the state from intervening in the relation
between capital and wage labour. From the neoliberal perspective the role
of unions and collective bargaining thus needs to be curbed. Differences
in the strength of trade unions, their institutional embeddedness and the
intensity with which the neoliberal agenda is pursued ensure that neolib-
eralism has had varied national effects on unionism. Further exacerbat-
ing this situation are the uneven effects of digitalization, environmental
change and migration. Examination of this variation between Member
States is central to the country chapters. To introduce these analyses
this chapter now elaborates the scale of changes in labour markets, eco-
nomic outcomes and collective bargaining concurrent with the neoliberal
project.

It should be noted in this context that when the PES was relatively stronger than cur-
. o1 s e T

rently, it followed the ‘third way’ or ‘neue mitte’ policies that embraced many of the

assumptions of the neoliberal project, with the consequence that progress of social

policy was limited.
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Charting the scale of change

In outlining the ascendency of neoliberal policies, the previous section
acknowledged historical differences between CEE and Western Europe,
and between Member States within these two groups. This section enu-
merates the scale of these differences by reference to the labour market,
economic outcomes and collective bargaining. In so doing the section
maps in data terms the situation within each Member State, which is
then elaborated within the country chapters. The data are presented in
two forms: within the section graphically and separately for Western
(EU16) and Eastern (EU11) Europe covering the period 2000 to 2020,"
and in the Appendix, which includes data, where available, showing the
averages for the 1960s, 1970s, 1980s, 1990s together with annual data
from 2000 for each Member State. Data on individual Member States
presented in this chapter are drawn from Appendix Al unless otherwise
stated.

The changing composition of the labour market

As well as diminishing the impact of trade unions and collective bar-
gaining, the shift away from Keynesian economics inherent in the neo-
liberal project has required increasing flexibility and insecurity within
the labour market. Within the EU the pursuit of increasing flexibility is
associated with attempts to maintain some security for workers within
the labour market, hence the promotion of ‘flexicurity’ by the European
Commission (Wilthagen and Tros 2004). Accompanying and, in part,
driven by the requirements of the neoliberal project are marked changes
to the composition of the labour market and a weakening of the con-
tractual position of workers. Changes in the composition of the labour
market, whether they are a result of neoliberal policies or have other
origins, have interacted with the diminished impact of trade unions
and collective bargaining. The power resources approach, for example,
demonstrates that high unemployment and shifts in the composition of
the labour market away from the traditional model of male full-time

10

The EU16 comprises Austria, Belgium, Cyprus, Denmark, Finland, France,
Germany, Greece, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, Malta, the Netherlands, Portugal,
Spain and Sweden. The EUll comprises Bulgaria, Czechia, Estonia, Hungary,
Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Romania, Slovakia and Slovenia.
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employment in manufacturing weakens the structural and organizational
power resources of workers and, hence, trade unions (Lehndorff et al.
2018; Schmalz et al. 2018). Structural power resources refer to the stra-
tegic location of workers within the labour process and their bargaining
power within the labour market resulting from the scarcity of workers,
which is diminished at times of high unemployment. Organizational
power resources refer to the numerical strength of unions and their abil-
ity to successfully mobilize members. Organizational power resources are
negatively affected by changes in the composition of the labour market
because some sections of the labour market are more difficult for unions
to organize (Levesque and Murray 2010).

Quantitative changes in the composition of the labour market are
examined in five stages. The first stage assesses the impact of neoliberal
policies on unemployment rates, while the second stage analyzes changes
in employment rates. The third stage charts the feminization of employ-
ment. The fourth stage enumerates shifts in employment away from
manufacturing towards private sector services, the so-called ‘tertiarization
of employment’. The fifth stage maps the growth of part-time and tem-
porary employment and discusses the rise of contractual forms that differ
from ‘standard’ employment. It is acknowledged from the outset that
there are significant interrelationships between the changes charted here.
As the country chapters show, the form of these interrelationships varies
between countries. The argument that resonates throughout is that there
have been marked changes in the labour market since the 1960s many
of which have made it more difficult to sustain trade union organization

(Ebbinghaus and Visser 1999).

Unemployment

Integral to the shift away from Keynesian policies was the polit-
ical downgrading of the pursuit of full unemployment and the prior-
ity assigned to controlling inflation. The move away from controlling
unemployment served an additional political purpose of weakening the
bargaining position of trade unions when unemployment rates rose.
Figure 1.1 shows the movements in the weighted averages of the unem-
ployment rate from 2000.
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Figure 1.1. Weighted average in the unemployment level in EU Member
States (%), 2000-2020
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Among the EU16 the rate of unemployment varied within a relatively
narrow range between 2000 and 2020. Unemployment increased follow-
ing the sub-prime and financial crisis of 2008-2009, declined thereafter
before rising again as the Covid pandemic hit. Although unemployment
tended to rise throughout the EU16 after 2008, Table Al.] demonstrates
that particularly sharp increases were recorded in the countries in which
the Troika imposed neoliberal austerity measures.'' Post-2008 unemploy-
ment peaks in these countries were markedly higher than elsewhere in
the EU16: Cyprus, 16.1 per cent (2014); Greece, 27.5 per cent (2013);
Ireland, 15.5 per cent (2012); Portugal, 16.4 per cent (2013); and Spain,
26.1 per cent (2013).

Compared with the 1960s and 1970s, unemployment rates in the
EU16 during the twenty-first century were universally higher. In nine

11

The Troika comprised the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the European Central
Bank (ECB) and the European Commission. The Troika implemented a series of
neoliberal austerity policies in countries within which a sovereign debt crisis arose as
a result of the sub-prime and banking crisis of 2008.
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Member States the average annual rate of unemployment after 2000 was
higher than that recorded during the 1980s, whereas in five Member
States recent rates are lower than during the 1980s.'” This varied pattern
suggests that considerable temporal variation remains within Member
States regarding movements in the business cycle and the policies imple-
mented to limit unemployment. It is noteworthy that Ireland and the
Netherlands, two of the countries with high rates of unemployment
during the 1980s, implemented the Programme for National Recovery
in 1988 and the Wassenaar Agreement in 1982 (Bruff 2008; Visser and
Hemerijck 1999), respectively, as coordinated responses involving the
state and social partners. These measures led to marked reductions in
unemployment, albeit accompanied by wage moderation (Eichengreen
2007: 388-393). Such initiatives have not been replicated during the
twenty-first century among the EU16. Indeed, the Irish Programme for
National Recovery persisted in the form of social partnership agreements
until 2009 when it was disbanded as a result of the programme of reforms
demanded by the Troika (Maccarrone et al. 2019). In the few countries
in which tripartite ‘crisis-corporatist’ responses to the sub-prime and
financial crisis were sought, it was not possible to conclude tripartite
agreements at national level because of the marked divisions among the
actors involved, although some bilateral company-level arrangements
were concluded when the workers’ side made concessions to safeguard
employment (Urban 2012).

Figure 1.1 shows that the unemployment rate in the EU11 was rela-
tively high during the early years of the twenty-first century, suggesting
a long-term impact of the transition towards market economies and the
struggle for competitiveness (Bohle and Greskovits 2012). The sub-prime
and financial crisis acted to reverse the decline in the EU11 unemploy-
ment rate experienced between 2002 and 2008. The post-2008 unem-
ployment rate, however, has yet to reach pre-2005 levels, unlike in the
EU16, reflecting the relatively limited direct exposure of the EU11 to the
sub-prime and financial crisis (Bohle and Greskovits 2012). In contrast,

"> The nine Member States with higher rates of unemployment after 2000 than during

the 1980s are: Austria, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Italy, Luxembourg,
Portugal and Sweden. The five Member States with lower recent rates are: Belgium,
Denmark, Ireland, the Netherlands and Spain. No data are available for Cyprus and
Malta for the 1980s, hence these two countries are excluded.
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compared with the unemployment rate during the 1990s, twenty-first
century average annual unemployment rates are higher in six of the
EU11 Member States and lower in three," confirming the impact of the
wide range of political approaches intended to lower unemployment in
these countries (Bohle and Greskovits 2012). It should also be acknowl-
edged that large-scale emigration from several of the EU11 to the EU16
Member States has mitigated unemployment rates within the EU11
(Ther 2016: 246-248, 308-311).

Employment

Following the terms of the Amsterdam Treaty, at the Luxembourg
jobs summit of November 1997 the EU launched the European employ-
ment strategy, which at the Lisbon summit of March 2000 was linked by
the European Council to the European strategy for a knowledge-based
economy. At the subsequent Nice summit in 2001 a range of key struc-
tural indicators were adopted as measures of progress towards the imple-
mentation of the Lisbon strategy. Among these indicators were targets
for an overall employment rate of 70 per cent and a 60 per cent employ-
ment rate for women aged between 16 and 64 by 2010. In 2010 the
European Council adopted the Europe 2020 strategy integral to which
was the achievement of an employment rate of 75 per cent for adults aged
between 20 and 64 years for each Member State by 2020.

Figure 1.2 maps the weighted average of the employment rate for the
EU16 and EU11 since 2000. The employment rate for the EU16 rose
steadily after 2000 from 66.1 to over 71.9 per cent. In quantitative terms,
there is no apparent adverse effect on the aggregate employment rate
from the sub-prime and financial crisis. Keeping up the level of employ-
ment, however, came at the price of deteriorating job quality marked in
particular by an increase in nonstandard forms of employment and with
average levels of job quality in the EU remaining below pre-crisis levels
(Piasna 2017). Where the Troika intervened, however, the employment
rate declined markedly between 2008 and 2012: Cyprus, 76.5 and 70.2
per cent; Greece, 66.3 and 55.0 per cent; Ireland, 73.5 and 64.5 per

" The six Member States in which twenty-first century unemployment rates are higher
than during the 1990s are: Bulgaria, Czechia, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania and Slovakia.
The three Members States in which the reverse is the case are: Hungary, Poland and
Romania. In Slovenia the unemployment rates in the two periods were the same,
while no data are available for the 1990s for Croatia.
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cent; Portugal, 73.1 and 66.3 per cent; and Spain, 68.5 and 59.6 per
cent. These declines suggest that actions taken across Europe to secure
some jobs in particular through the widespread use of short-time work
schemes, albeit on reduced terms and conditions to cut costs during the
financial and sub-prime crisis were insufhicient in countries where the
Troika intervened (Hijzen and Venn 2011; Theodoropoulou 2018).

Figure 1.2. Weighted average in the employment rate in EU Member States
(%), 20002020
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The employment rate in the EU11 declined sharply from 2000 to
2004 due to the impact of recession and post-1990 adjustment. Thereafter
the employment rate consistently rose to more than 71.1 per cent in 2020,
thus reaching a similar level to that in the EU16 in 2020. In all EU11
Member States the employment rate was higher in 2020 than in 2000,
suggesting that irrespective of the chosen economic policy options the
employment rate was generally protected. The current range of employ-
ment rates within the EU11, however, varies markedly from 67.1 per cent
in Croatia to 79.3 per cent in Estonia in 2020. The quantitative devel-
opment tells only part of the story, however. Despite the overall positive
development of employment since 2000, which, in principle, should cre-
ate favourable conditions for union organization, it should be noted once
again that much of the increases in employment is due to the growth of
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‘atypical’ jobs such as part-time and temporary employment, which are
dealt with in more detail below (Piasna and Myant 2017; Rubery 2015).

Feminization of the employed labour force

From the 1960s the position of women within society and the labour
market has changed markedly (Cunnison and Stageman 1995; Lewenhak
1980). In particular, regarding current purposes more women have par-
ticipated in the labour market, albeit with considerable national varia-
tions in the rate of participation (see Table A1.L). Figure 1.3 illustrates
two different plots on the feminization of the employed labour force in
the EU11 and EU16 after 2000. In relative terms, the proportion of
women in the employed labour force in the EU11 rose between 2000
and 2020 from 55.1 to 66.4 per cent of the labour force. Between 2000
and 2008, however, the proportion of women in the employed labour
force tended to decline, a decrease that was reversed as men lost jobs
in the period following the financial crisis. The range in the extent of
feminization of the employed labour force in 2020 varies from 61.0 per
cent in Romania to 75.8 per cent in Lithuania, indicating the impact of
different social structures and welfare state regimes within the EU11.

Figure 1.3. Weighted average in the share of women in employment in EU
Member States (%), 2000—-2020
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In contrast, Figure 1.3 shows an almost uninterrupted rise in the rate
within the EU16 from 55.5 to 69.9 per cent by 2020. Although the rate
of increase accelerated following the financial crisis, suggesting that men
were most likely to lose their jobs in this period, it slackened thereafter
as men subsequently found work. As with the EU11 there is consider-
able variation in the feminization rates among the EU16 Member States.
Above-average feminization rates are found in the Nordic countries
(Denmark, 74.3 per cent; Finland, 75.0 per cent; Sweden, 78.3 per cent),
reflecting the long-term presence of policies designed to support gen-
der equality at home, at work and in public life (OECD 2018b). Some
Southern European countries exhibit relatively low feminization rates
(Greece, 51.8 per cent; Italy, 52.7 per cent) again suggesting an impact of
different social structures and welfare state regimes (Ferrera 2005).

Changing sectoral composition of the labour force

Figure 1.4 shows the shifts in the composition of the labour force
by reference to industry and private sector services. It is acknowledged
from the outset that these measures implicitly incorporate changes
that are not quantified. The growth of employment in private sector
services, for example, is associated with increases in employment at
small workplaces, in labour turnover rates and the feminization of
the labour force. In essence, there is a similar pattern in the EU11
and EU16: the share of employment in industry is contracting while
that in private sector services is increasing. Within the EU11 and
EU16 private sector services is now larger than industry. Whereas the
financial crisis of 2008 marked the point when employment in private
sector services overtook that in industry within the EU11, this point
had occurred before 2000 in the EU16. Figure 1.4 illustrates the more
marked impact of the financial crisis on employment in industry than
private sector services. The rate of growth in employment in private
sector services between 2000 and 2020 is similar in the EU16 and
EU11 at around 10.0 percentage points.
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Figure 1.4. Weighted average of employment in industry and private sector
services in EU Member States (%), 2000-2020
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In every Member State of the EU11 the share of employment in
industry declined between 2000 and 2020 (Table A1.M). It is notewor-
thy, however, that the declines in Czechia (3.2 percentage points)
and Slovakia (2.0 percentage points) were small compared to elsewhere,
reflecting the presence of skilled workforces working in relatively high
value-added occupations (Bohle and Greskovits 2012: 138-181). Only
in Slovakia, however, was employment in industry in 2020 more numer-
ous than in private sector services within the EU11 (Tables A1.M and
A1.N). In every Member State of the EU16 private sector services consti-
tutes a larger proportion of employment than industry.

Part-time and temporary employment

About 76 per cent of part-time workers in Europe aged between 20
and 64 years are women (Eurostat 2020). Part-time work is thus a means
whereby the employment rate is increased by encouraging the participa-
tion of women. In several countries part-time workers were initially
discriminated against in the form of inferior terms and conditions of
employment, particularly regarding pay, sickness, holiday leave and job
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security (Rogers and Rogers 1989; Standing 1999). Inferior job security
encouraged the growth of part-time work in some countries, as employers
viewed the ease of hiring and firing as a source of flexibility (Rubery and
Fagan 1994). Legislation was enacted by some Member States to address
these inequities and, in essence, set out to ensure that part-time work
was pro-rata to full-time work at the same establishment. These national
legislative initiatives were consolidated by the Part-time Work Directive
(97/81/EC) in 1987, introduced as an anti-discrimination measure,
which put part-time workers in Europe on a pro-rata footing with their
full-time counterparts. The employer-driven flexibility of part-time work
thus diminished over time, although it is apparent that discrimination
against part-time workers has yet to disappear (Karamessini and Rubery
2014). Temporary work is also viewed as a source of flexibility insofar
as short-term contracts may or may not be renewed dependent upon
perceived economic circumstances, thereby enabling employers to vary
the number of employees without reference to redundancy procedures
(Standing 1999). Figures 1.5 and 1.6 illustrate the share of total employ-
ment that was part-time and temporary between 2000 and 2020.

Figure 1.5. Weighted average in the share of employment that is part-time in
EU Member States (%), 2000-2020
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Figure 1.5 shows that part-time work comprised almost 21.0 per
cent of all employment in the EU16 in 2020, having steadily risen from
under 17.0 per cent in 2000. With the exceptions of France and Portugal,
where the share of total employment comprising part-time employment
remained fairly constant, the share of part-time employment increased
in every Member State of the EU16 after 2000. The consistency implied
by this pattern of development is absent when comparing countries. In
the Netherlands, for example, 50.8 per cent of employment consists of
part-time workers (Visser 2002), whereas, at the other extreme, part-time
work comprises only 7.5 per cent of total employment in Portugal.

Figure 1.5 also demonstrates that part-time work occurs less frequently
within the EU11 than the EU16." Furthermore, within the EU11 the
share of total employment that is part-time declined by almost 2 percentage
points between 2000 and 2020. The pattern of development within the
EU11 is disparate, however, with declines recorded in six countries between
2000 and 2020 (Bulgaria, Croatia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Romania) and
increases recorded in five countries (Czechia, Estonia, Hungary, Slovakia,
Slovenia). Given the overall levels of part-time employment in the EU11 are
much lower than in the EU16, it is not surprising that the range of occur-
rence is also narrower, varying from 1.8 per cent of employment in Bulgaria
to 12.3 per cent in Estonia in 2020.

Figure 1.6 illustrates that temporary employment remained a fairly con-
stant proportion of all employment within the EU16 between 2000 and
2020. By 2020 about 12.5 per cent of all employment was temporary, a sig-
nificant proportion, but lower than that comprised by part-time employees.
The wide-ranging effect of different national policy choices is also apparent
(OECD 2019). In 2000, for example, Spain was an outlier with 25.8 per
cent of employment composed of temporary work compared with 14.1 per
cent in Finland and 13.8 per cent in France in the next two positions in the
ranking and the minimum of 3.5 per cent in Malta. By 2020 Spain was less
of an outlier with 20.4 per cent temporary employment compared to 15.3
per cent in Portugal, 14.9 per cent in the Netherlands and a minimum of
7.3 per cent in Austria (see Table A1.P).

Several factors are cited by members of the network to explain the low rates of part-
time work within the EU11 including the relatively low levels of pay, a reluctance
among employers to engage part-time workers and the legacy effects of the extensive
child care provisions established before 1990 which promoted full-time employment.
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Figure 1.6. Weighted average in the share of temporary employment in EU
Member States (%), 2000-2020
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Although temporary work rose from 4.0 per cent to almost 8.0 per
cent in the EU11 it did not reach the levels recorded within the EU16.
Within the EU11 there are distinct patterns of development regarding
temporary work in 2020. In Bulgaria, the Baltic States and Romania, for
example, temporary work does not exceed 4 per cent of the employed
labour force, whereas in Poland (14.7 per cent), Croatia (13.4 per cent)
and Slovenia (9.5 per cent) the rates of temporary employment are com-
parable with the averages of the EU16. Poland, Croatia and Slovenia,
however, are outliers within the EU11 as eight of the nine Member States
with tllée lowest rates of temporary employment are EU11 Member
States.

" The eight EU11 Member States among the nine Member States with the lowest

rates of temporary employment are Romania, Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia, Bulgaria,
Hungary, Slovakia and Czechia. Malta is the only Member State from the EU16
included among these nine Member States.
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Economic outcomes

The neoliberal pursuit of labour markets regulated to increase flexi-
bility, including reductions in the coverage of trade unionism and col-
lective bargaining, was directed towards improvements in economic
performance (European Commission 2012; Minford 1990). This section
examines three aspects of economic performance to assess the impact of
neoliberal policies on unions: real wage and productivity development;
wage share; and income inequality.

Within the EU three strands of development have facilitated the
pursuit of neoliberal policies within Member States. First, the ‘nega-
tive integration’ (Scharpf 1996) that characterizes EU integration com-
prises deregulation and measures to guarantee the four freedoms’ within
Member States.'® In combination, these factors generated pressures for
wage moderation as competition intensified between Member States
(Keune 2008). Second, pressures for wage moderation were also gener-
ated by the terms of economic and monetary union (EMU). Before EMU
economic imbalances and diverging developments in national compet-
itiveness could be addressed by devaluing national currencies. Within
EMU this is no longer possible with the consequence that ‘internal
devaluation’ by way of wage moderation to reduce labour costs became a
‘functional substitute to currency devaluation’ (Armingeon and Baccaro
2012: 256). Similarly, the strict requirements within EMU regarding
public expenditure and public debt exert pressures to limit public sector
wage increases through limits on government expenditure (Miiller and
Schulten 2015; Streeck 2015). These pressures for wage moderation are
amplified by the European Central Bank policy of assigning primacy to
the maintenance of low inflation, which, as was demonstrated above,
has contributed to persistently high rates of unemployment. A third fac-
tor associated with the neoliberal agenda and influential within the EU
was the sovereign debt crisis that followed the banking crisis of 2008
(Flassbeck and Lapavitsas 2015). The sovereign debt crisis resulted in a
series of short-term demands that exacerbated pressures for the develop-
ments mentioned above. The objective here is to present the aggregate
effects of these policies on labour.

16 . . L
The four freedoms cover the movement of goods, persons, services and capital within

the EU.
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Real wage and productivity growth

The relationship between the growth of real wages and productivity
growth is an indicator of labour’s capacity to ensure that workers receive a
‘fair’ share of the wealth they helped to generate. A higher rate of increase
in productivity compared to that of real wages suggests that labour has
a limited capacity to extract benefits from productivity growth. Raising
the rate of productivity growth has also been a long-term objective of the
neoliberal programme with labour market flexibility, reductions in the
coverage of collective bargaining and unions, and bargaining decentraliza-
tion among the policy means whereby such increases could be secured.

Figure 1.7 charts the movements in real wages and productivity growth
for the EU16 and EU11 since 2000.

Figure 1.7. Weighted average of annual change in real wages and labour
productivity in EU Member States (%), 2000-2020
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Until the sub-prime and financial crisis of 2008 movements in real wages
lagged behind productivity growth in the EU16 but were broadly compa-
rable. The rate of productivity growth dipped sharply in 2008-2009 as the
impact of the crisis became apparent. After labour productivity recovered
in 2010 real wages developed broadly in line with labour productivity until
2015 when productivity started to outpace real wage growth. This trend
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continued until 2020 when productivity took another hit from the Covid
pandemic. In policy terms the decoupling of real wage growth from pro-
ductivity development was the result of neoliberal austerity measures imple-
mented as a response to the crisis. They restricted the growth of real wages

and, in some countries, cut real wages, particularly among public sector
workers (Flassbeck and Lapavitsas 2015; Keune et al. 2020).

Within the EU11 for much of the period between 2000 and 2009
productivity growth outstripped the growth in real wages. As in the
EU16 the rate of productivity growth dipped sharply after 2007 within
the EU11 before rising after 2009. Unlike the EU16, however, real wage
growth also dipped markedly during the sub-prime and financial crisis in
the EU11. Productivity growth rose more steeply than real wages until
about 2013 after which real wage growth accelerated more quickly than
productivity growth. For much of the period after 2000 within the EU11
the rate of real wage growth thus was greater than productivity growth.
This suggests that adjustments to the market economy after the trans-
formation are benefitting the living standards of those in employment
within the EU11 irrespective of the relatively low coverage of collective
bargaining and low union density rates. This effect is likely to be accen-
tuated by emigration.

Wage share

The decoupling of real wage increases from labour productivity growth
is reflected in the long-term development of the wage share as a measure
of the share of the national income accounted for by labour compensation
in the form of wages, salaries and other benefits (OECD 2018).
Figure 1.8 charts the wage share accruing to labour in the EU16 and
EU11 between 2000 and 2020. The plot for the EU16 indicates a slight
decrease between 2000 and 2007 reflecting that real wage development
lagged behind the movements in labour productivity. The short-term rise
in the plot immediately after 2007 is primarily due to the countercyclical
nature of the wage share which means that it tends to fall when
output increases and rise when output decreases. After this short-term
recovery, however, the wage share resumed its decreasing tendency in
the EU16 until the Covid pandemic. It thus appears that the economic
and political pressures arising from neoliberal crisis management after
the financial crisis of 2008, based on a combination of austerity policies
and political interventions into national collective bargaining systems
meant that workers did not benefit appropriately in the wealth they
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created (Schulten and Miiller 2015). Reference to Table A1.S shows that
in Greece, Ireland, Portugal and Spain there were marked declines in the
wage share, particularly after 2010, indicating that labour bore the brunt
of the economic reforms demanded by the Troika.

Figure 1.8. Weighted average in wage share in EU Member States (%),
2000-2020
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Table A1.S includes data from the 1960s and thus allows an assess-
ment of the long-term impact of the neoliberal programme. With the sin-
gle exception of Greece during the 1970s in every Member State within
the EU16 for which data are available the average annual wage share
for the 1970s and 1980s was greater than that for 2020. Furthermore,
the extent of the decline between the 1960s and 2020 was marked in
several countries: Ireland, —33.0 percentage points; Greece, —10.7 per-
centage points; Portugal, —10.7 percentage points; Finland, —13.0 per-
centage points; and Austria, —6.0 percentage points. The long-term effect
of the neoliberal programme is thus the decline in the wage share accru-
ing to labour within the EU16. The reasons for the long-term decline
of the wage share and the corresponding shift in income distribution
from labour to capital are manifold. They include the financialization of
the economy (Grady and Simms 2019; Kollmeyer and Peters 2019), the
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liberalization of capital markets (Stockhammer et al. 2018), the dereg-
ulation of labour markets (Deakin et al. 2014) and the decentralization
of collective bargaining (Checci and Garcia Penalosa 2010). All these
factors share one common characteristic: they have helped to shift the
balance of power from labour to capital and thus decreased union bar-
gaining power (Liibker and Schulten 2018).

Turning to the EU11 reveals a different pattern of development. The
plot in Figure 1.8 shows that the wage share in the EU11 fell between
2000 and 2015 by about 7.0 percentage points before rising 4.0 percent-
age points to 2020. Labour was thus unable to retain its wage share for
much of the period after 2000 and between 2000 and 2015 sustained
marked losses compared with labour in the EU16. Table A1.S shows that
only in Croatia, Hungary, Poland and Romania the wage share accruing
to labour was lower in 2020 compared to both the average for the 1990s
and for the year 2000. The decline was particularly steep in Romania,
19.1 percentage points between 2000 and 2020, where the state elimi-
nated industrial bargaining and union density plummeted. In Bulgaria,
Czechia, Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania the wage share accruing to labour
was higher in 2020 than the average for the 1990s and for the year 2000.
EU membership, mediated by a range of institutional factors, has thus
had a mixed effect on the wage share within Member States of the EU11
(Bohle and Greskovits 2012; European Commission 2018)."

Income inequality

Figure 1.9 shows the development of inequality of disposable income
in the EU16 and EU11 between 2000 and 2020 using the Gini coef-
ficient."® Two points are immediately apparent from the plots. First,
inequality within the EU11 between 2005 and 2016 was greater than
that within the EU16 but has fluctuated throughout. Second, in contrast
there has been a steady rise in inequality within the EU16 since about
2002. Neoliberal policies are thus associated with rising inequality within
the EU16. The extent of inequality within the EU is generating macro-
economic inefficiencies, as well as accelerating rates of poverty (Ostry

et al. 2016; Piketty 2014).

In Slovakia the wage share in 2020 was higher than that recorded for the 1990s but
lower than that for 2000, whereas the reverse was the case for Slovenia.

The Gini coefficient takes a value between zero and one. The data are reported here as
percentage points for ease of explanation.
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Figure 1.9. Income inequality in EU Member States (%), 2000-2020
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As anticipated from Figure 1.9 the highest rates of inequality are
found in the EU11 in Bulgaria, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania and Romania,
with Bulgaria at the peak of European inequality at 40.0 per cent in 2020
(Table A1.T). It is also noteworthy that the three Baltic States where neo-
liberal policies have been in the forefront since 1990 are included among
the Member States with the highest rates of inequality. The Visegrad
nations, Croatia and Slovenia have income inequality rates comparable
with those of the EU16. Although unionization rates and the coverage of
collective bargaining tended to decline in EU11 Member States following
the financial crisis, there is no single pattern of either increasing or
decreasing income inequality after 2008. The Member States that were
subject to intervention from the Troika were all positioned towards the
top of the ranking of inequality within the EU16.

The neoliberal assault on collective bargaining

Collective bargaining is central to an analysis of trade unions in the
EU on two key counts. First, the pursuit of improved terms and condi-
tions of employment for members, and employees more generally, by
means of collective bargaining is a core union activity (Webb and Webb
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1920). Second in pursuit of flexibility within the labour market, advo-
cates of the neoliberal agenda seek to reduce the influence or eliminate
collective bargaining, thus removing the rigidities they view as arising
from its presence. The tension between these two positions is examined
in two stages, which assess the coverage of bargaining and the level of
bargaining. The argument here is that huge disparities in the coverage of
bargaining between the EU16 and EU11 effectively underpin a different
set of objectives for unions within the two groups of Member States.
Furthermore, the decentralized bargaining arrangements in the EU11
and the process of decentralization underway in several Member States
within the EU16 create additional pressures on the articulation and coor-
dination capacities of unions. A third stage examines the implications of
these developments for unions.

The coverage of bargaining

Figure 1.10 shows movements in the weighted coverage of collec-
tive bargaining, defined as the number of employees whose terms and
conditions of employment are set by collective bargaining expressed as
a proportion of the labour force. The plot for the EU16 remains rela-
tively constant between 2000 and about 2009. After 2009 there was a
shallow decline in coverage until 2014, after which the decline was more
marked. The activities of the Troika explain the decline in the coverage of
collective bargaining after 2009. The coverage in Cyprus declined from
57.3 to 45.4 per cent between 2008 and 2012, for example, while in
Greece and Ireland coverage fell from 83.1 to 21.9 per cent and from
40.5 to 32.5 per cent between 2008 and 2014. This ‘frontal assault’ on
collective bargaining (Marginson 2015) resulted from the rigorous appli-
cation of neoliberal economic priorities in these countries by the Troika.
It is also noteworthy that collective bargaining coverage data tends to
overstate the actual rate of coverage in countries where the Troika inter-
vened. Contrary to the requirements of collective agreements, the terms
and conditions of some employees were set by collective agreements that
had not be updated for several years by employers concerned to reduce
costs (Campos Lima 2019; Ioannou and Sonan 2019; Katsaroumpas and
Koukiadaki 2019). Elsewhere coverage rates remained stable after 2000
in the EU16.
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Figure 1.10. Weighted average in collective bargaining coverage in EU
Member States (%), 2000-2020
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Two further points are apposite vis-a-vis coverage data in the EU16.
First, with the exception of the countries mentioned above, the coverage
of collective bargaining has remained relatively constant since 1960
(Table A1.H). As becomes apparent below, consistency in the coverage of
collective bargaining masks significant changes in collective bargaining
practices and the regulatory capacity of the institution. Second, there are
significant differences within the EU16 in coverage rates, ranging from
a constant 98.0 per cent in Austria in 2020 to around 50.0 per cent in
Malta. Furthermore, the relative position in the rank order of Member
States among the EU16 remained fairly constant after 1960. Austria,
Belgium, Denmark and Sweden, for example, were towards the top of
the ranking regarding the coverage of collective bargaining in 2000 and
2020, whereas Ireland, Luxembourg and Malta were towards the bottom
of the ranking within the EU16 for both years. There is no Member State
among the EU16 for which was recorded a marked move up the ranking
between 2000 and 2020.

Compared to the plot for the EU16, the plot for the EU11 varies con-
siderably between 2000 and 2018. The absence of consistency in the plot
is indicative of the relative immaturity of collective bargaining systems in
these Member States, the wide-ranging impact of changes in government,
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and the actions of employers."” During the period after 2000 until about
2005 the coverage of collective bargaining in the EU11 tended to con-
verge with that of the EU16. Following the sub-prime and banking cri-
sis of 2008 the coverage of collective bargaining in the EU11 declined,
with particularly steep falls between 2008 and 2015 in Romania, from
100.0 to 22.6 per cent, in Slovenia, from 100.0 to 67.5 per cent, and
in Slovakia from 40.0 to 24.0 per cent. The decline in the coverage of
collective bargaining in Romania and Slovenia are particularly notewor-
thy because until 2008 coverage in these two countries was comparable
with the highest coverage rates among the EU16. It is also apparent that
collective bargaining coverage rates in the Baltic States, where neolib-
eral policies have been implemented to wide-ranging effect (Bohle and
Greskovits 2012: 96—137; Kallaste and Woolfson 2013), failed to reach
35 per cent after 2008, and in Lithuania was at 12.5 per cent in 2020.
By 2016 only in Slovenia among the EU11 did collective bargaining
cover more than half of the labour force. In short, collective bargaining
is absent for many workers in the EU11, which has marked implications
for trade union objectives and activities.

Level of bargaining

Table 1.1 shows developments in the level of bargaining since 1960
for the EU16 and EU11. The data indicate the principal level or lev-
els at which bargaining is conducted, not the only level. In the period
until 1980 the principal level of collective bargaining was industry level
or above for all EU16 countries except Cyprus and Luxembourg, where
bargaining alternated between company and industry levels, and Malta,
where company bargaining prevailed. The ‘golden age’ was thus asso-
ciated with the establishment or maintenance of industry bargaining,
which effectively took wages out of competition.

Table 1.1 illustrates that between 2000 and 2019 the level of bar-
gaining has remained constant in fourteen of the EU16 countries. In
ten countries industry bargaining remains dominant: in Cyprus and
Luxembourg industry and company bargaining take place, while in
Malta bargaining is principally conducted at local and company levels.
In Belgium and Finland, two countries where the level of bargaining has
varied since 2000, collective bargaining remains centralized but varies
between industry and cross-industry levels. In contrast, in Greece and

’ Missing data are also problematic for the EU11 plot, particularly in the period
between 2006 and 2008.
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Ireland, countries adversely affected by sovereign debt crises and subse-
quent intervention by the Troika, bargaining was decentralized, particu-
larly after 2010.

Table 1.1. The principal level of bargaining since 1960

1960 | 1970 | 1980 | 1990 | 2000 | 2005 | 2010 | 2015 | 2019
Austria 4 4 4 3 3 3 3 3 3
Belgium 4 4 3 4 4 5 4 5 4
Bulgaria na. | na| na| na 3 3 3 2 2
Croatia na.| n.a. n.a. n.a. 2 2 2 2 2
Cyprus na.| n.a. 2 2 2 2 2 2 2
Czechia n.a.| n.a. n.a. n.a. 2 2 2 2 2
Denmark 5 5 5 3 3 3 3 3 3
Estonia na.| n.a n.a. n.a. 1 1 1 1 1
Finland 3 5 3 4 3 4 3 4 3
France 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3
Germany 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3
Greece 3 3 3 4 4 4 4 2 2
Hungary na.| na n.a. 4 2 2 1 1 1
Ireland 1 5 5 5 5 5 1 1 1
Ttaly 5 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3
Latvia na.| n.a n.a. n.a. 1 1 1 1 1
Lithuania n.a.| n.a. n.a n.a. 1 1 1 1 1
Luxembourg 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2
Malta 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
Netherlands 5 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3
Poland n.a.| n.a. n.a. 2 1 1 1 1 1
Portugal na.| na. 3 4 3 3 3 3 3
Romania n.a.| n.a. n.a. n.a 3 5 5 2 2
Slovakia na.| na n.a. n.a 3 2 2 2 2
Slovenia na.| na n.a. n.a. 5 5 3 4 3
Spain na.| na 5 3 3 4 3 3 3
Sweden 5 5 5 3 3 3 3 3 3

Notes:

1. bargaining takes place predominantly at local or company level;

2. intermediate or alternating between industry and company bargaining;

3. bargaining predominantly takes place at sector or industry level;

4. intermediate or alternating between central and industry bargaining;

5. bargaining predominantly takes place at central or cross-industry level with binding

norms for lower level agreements.

Source: OECD/AIAS (2021).




70 Jeremy Waddington et al.

These data thus portray a relatively stable situation since 2000 within
the EU16. More detailed analyses suggest that the extent of stability
is exaggerated by these data. In particular, the favourability principle,
whereby the standards set in higher level agreements cannot be over-
ridden by the terms of lower level agreements, has been relaxed for an
increasingly wide range of issues effectively ensuring that agreements
concluded at lower levels set actual terms and conditions of employment
(Miiller et al. 2019: 632). In France, for example, where this pattern of
development is pronounced, pressure is placed on unions to maintain
links between the industry and company levels of agreement setting. This
is increasingly difficult in smaller companies with a limited union pres-
ence (Vincent 2019).

In addition to relaxing the favourability principle, decentralization
has been promoted by altering the terms of industry agreements to make
them less demanding than agreements concluded at company level. In this
regard a variety of mechanisms have been implemented including: agree-
ments that set only minimum standards, leaving the detailed negotia-
tion of terms and conditions to the company level; figureless agreements,
which leave the determination of wages to the company level; corridor
agreements that specify the minimum and maximum standards between
which company agreements must be settled; derogation clauses to indus-
trial agreements, which delegate the settlement of particular issues to
the company level; opening or hardship clauses enabling company-level
actors to conclude agreements that are inferior to the industry level stan-
dard; and opt-out clauses allowing companies to postpone or not apply
certain terms of the industrial agreement (Ibsen and Keune 2018: 10;
Miiller et al. 2019: 632; Visser 2016). In each of these instances indus-
trial agreements remain in place but are no longer the means whereby all
terms and conditions are settled.

Reference to the EU11 data in Table 1.1 demonstrates that local or
company bargaining has been dominant since 2000 in Estonia, Hungary,
Latvia, Lithuania and Poland. In Bulgaria and Slovakia bargaining tends
to vary between industry and company levels, with the latter becoming
increasingly more influential (Bernaciak 2013; Kahancovd 2013). The
much-publicized initiatives supported by the European Commission and
the International Labour Organisation (ILO) (Bernaciak 2015; Vaughan-
Whitehead 2003) to establish industry level bargaining as the basic means
to settle terms and conditions of employment have thus failed, ensuring a
disparity of structure between the EU16 and the EU11. Only in Romania
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and Slovenia were central and industry level bargaining arrangements
established on a wide-ranging basis, hence the relatively high collective
bargaining coverage rates in these countries noted in Table A1.H. The
Romanian cross-industry bargaining arrangements were underpinned
by legislation and were dismantled in 2011 by a centre-right govern-
ment. Furthermore, measures were introduced that precluded the social
partners from negotiating any further cross-industry agreements. These
actions were taken without parliamentary debate (Trif 2013; Trif and
Paolucci 2019) and resulted in a steep decline in coverage between 2010
and 2011. Among the EU11 it is thus only in Slovenia that relatively
longstanding industrial bargaining arrangements have been sustained
(Stanojevic and Poje 2019). In summary, in both Western Europe and
CEE wages are now increasingly part of competition and unilaterally set
by management.

The impact of changes in collective bargaining on trade unions

The diminution in the coverage of collective bargaining coupled to
the decentralization within the EU16 and the failure to establish industry
bargaining within the EU11 have profound implications for trade union
organization and policy. The diminution in the coverage of collective bar-
gaining in some Member States of the EU16 reduces the opportunities
for unionists to set terms and conditions of employment, which, in turn,
suggests a reduced likelihood of potential members joining, and existing
members maintaining membership of, a union. Similarly, the failure to
achieve high collective bargaining coverage rates in most EU11 Member
States acts to reduce the attraction of union membership.

The relatively high, but declining, coverage of collective bargaining
in some EU16 countries and the low coverage in most EU11 countries
highlights the absence of uniformity in trade union positions. With
exceptions, unions within the EU16 can reasonably claim to set terms
and conditions for a substantial proportion of the labour force and use
this position to promote membership. In contrast, the opportunities to
use collective bargaining and the capacity of unions to negotiate terms
and conditions of employment are more restricted in the EU11. This
disparity also raises policy issues concerning union purpose. In broad
terms, the central policy challenge for trade unions within the EU16 is
retaining extant collective bargaining coverage and extending coverage to
specific economic segments, primarily in private sector services, where
collective bargaining has yet to be established or consolidated. The policy
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challenge for unions in the EU11 is to establish collective bargaining

arrangements throughout the economy, rather than extend coverage to
. 20

specific segments.

The decentralization of bargaining is also problematic for union orga-
nization. Irrespective of the form taken by decentralization in the EU16,
more issues are settled at company level and more agreements need to be
agreed compared to ‘classic’ industrial bargaining. The coordination of
collective agreements becomes more complex with decentralization, as
trade unions attempt to maintain a degree of comparability across a range
of company agreements, whereas beforechand the basis of comparability
was written into the industrial agreement.21 Furthermore, decentraliza-
tion increases the pressure on local union organization. Industrial level
bargaining requires local union representatives to negotiate the terms of
implementation of the industrial agreement at company level. If bargain-
ing is decentralized it is the basic terms of the agreement that must be
negotiated at company level. Assuming the presence of union representa-
tives within the company, the negotiation of these basic terms may require
additional skills and training for these representatives. In the absence of
union representatives within the company the decentralization of bar-
gaining may result in the deployment of full-time officers to conduct the
bargaining, which raises the questions are there enough full-time officers
and/or is the union in a position to employ additional full-time ofh-
cers? Alternatively, employees may be mandated to act on behalf of the
union and to conduct company-level bargaining. This option also raises
questions concerning the availability of skills, training and resources, as
well as issues concerned with the ratification by the workforce and the
relevant unions of any agreement concluded. If trade union organization
is weak or non-existent the prospect of terms and conditions unilaterally
determined by management becomes more likely.

While decentralized bargaining is predominant throughout the EU11
the position of trade unions differs from that in the EU16. Three points
are of particular salience in this regard. First, apart from relatively short
periods in Romania and Slovenia, industry level bargaining has not been

20 . . . . . . ..
Chapter 29 examines the issues associated with divergent collective bargaining

arrangements and policy formulation at European level.

' Tt is acknowledged that local bargaining may have led to supplements to industrial

agreements with the consequence that terms and conditions may have varied among
those covered by an industrial agreement.
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present on a wide-ranging basis within the EU11. Trade unions thus are
not having to adjust to decentralization but have to take decentralized
bargaining as the point of departure. Second, many unions based in the
EU11 have neither the resources nor accumulated skills to conduct com-
pany bargaining at all the sites where members are present. Third, given
the low rates of unionization in most EU11 Member States (Vandaele
2019), it is apparent that unionists will not be present in many companies
with the consequence that the likelihood of unilateral setting of terms and
conditions by management is increased. In short, to broaden the coverage
of collective bargaining in most EU11 Member States, unions are required
to secure a presence on a company-by-company basis: a resource-intense
approach that many trade unions are unable to implement.

Two further features linked to collective bargaining coverage and
structure impinge on union activity in both the EU16 and EU11. First,
the coordination of decentralized agreements may be complicated in dual
systems by the presence of works councils, particularly if non-unionists
populate the works councils. Furthermore, some works councils have the
regulatory underpinning to enable them to conclude collective agree-
ments independently of unions. Regulations enabling such arrangements
were designed to restrict union engagement at company level in some
countries (Borbély and Neumann 2019). Second, low collective bargain-
ing coverage, decentralization or a combination of the two has resulted in
increased support for legally regulated minimum or living wages among
unionists (Schulten 2006; Schulten and Miiller 2019; Sellers 2019).
Even where industry agreements are in place, the difficulties of policing
the terms of these agreements have led to support for the introduction
of a legal minimum wage, particularly within unions based in private
sector services, as they often organize a sparse membership employed at
a huge number of small workplaces. The preference for a legal minimum
wage or living wage compensates for the absence of unionists at many
sites insofar as the responsibility for policing minimum wages systems
is formally transferred to the state. The absence of sufficient inspectors,
however, brings into question the realism of the assumption of the trans-
fer of responsibility to the state.

Unionization and mobilization

Within the EU16 the shift from the ‘golden age’ to the neoliberal
challenge represents a change of position for trade unions within Member
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States. From involvement in national policy making and securing gains
for members and organization within Western Europe, unions became
‘part of the problem’ for advocates of neoliberalism who viewed them
as a source of rigidity within the labour market. Within CEE a differ-
ent but similarly dramatic transformation took place, as unions moved
away from a subservient position to the Communist Party within com-
mand economies to an independent position within market economies.
Throughout the EU these wide-ranging shifts were concurrent with the
marked changes to labour markets, the diminution of the wage share
accruing to labour, rising inequality and decentralized bargaining doc-
umented above. This section charts shifts in the pattern of unionization
and industrial conflict: that is the effects of the changes mentioned above
on trade union mobilization.”

Unionization

Figure 1.11 charts the weighted average of union density since 2000
for the EU16 and EU11. There is a downward trend apparent in both
plots with that for the EU16 showing a relatively consistent decline,
while that for the EU11 exhibits more variation. Throughout, density
for the EU11 is lower than that among the EU16. In combination, the
weighted average density level of almost 23.0 per cent in the EU16 and
14.5 per cent in the EU11 in 2018 constitute the lowest levels of union
density recorded since 1945 and have led some to suggest that unions are
no longer representative of working men and women (Meardi et al. 2021;

Minford 1990).

22 . . . . .. .
Of course, these measures are only partial indicators of union mobilization. A range

of alternative measures could also be used. At this juncture, the point is to emphasize
the challenges faced by trade unionists in the current economic and political climate.
These measures facilitate the identification of these challenges and their scale.
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Figure 1.11. Weighted average in net trade union density in EU Member
States (%), 2000-2018

—

Reference to Table A1.D puts these plots into a longer-term context.
The decline in density recorded in Figure 1.11 is clearly a continuation
of a long-term trend of decline that commenced in most EU16 countries
for which data are available during the 1980s. Only in Belgium
and Denmark is the level of union density during the 2010s comparable
with that of the 1970s. The Ghent system enabled trade unions in
Belgium and in Denmark (Shin and Béckerman 2019; Vandaele 2006;
Van Rie et al. 2011) to maintain density levels. In Finland the relatively
late introduction of a Ghent system during the late-1960s effectively
promoted the unionization rate, which peaked during the mid-1990s.
A similar Ghent-style system in Sweden has not prevented a decline of
more than 10 percentage points from the peak, in no small part because
governments have introduced measures that have weakened these systems
(Hogedahl and Kongshej 2017). The transition to democracy during the
1970s explains the Portuguese and Spanish cases (Bermeo 1986; Fishman
1990). Density levels in these countries peaked during the late-1970s
following the transition to democracy and thereafter tended to decline.

Declines in union density among the EU11 have been steeper than
those recorded in the EU16 (Vandaele 2019), suggesting that trade
unions, which were an integral institution of the pre-1990 command
economies, have been hard-hit by the transition to market economies
and have yet to adapt to changed circumstances. Where data are available,
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for example, for the period immediately before or immediately after the
transformation, density levels in excess of 80 per cent were common-
place: Estonia, 1992, 93.9 per cent; and Hungary, 1990, 88.6 per cent
(Appendix A1.D). It is also noteworthy that steep falls in union den-
sity were recorded in Poland before 1990. Throughout the EU11 during
the period immediately after 1990 many workers viewed trade unions
as a part of the pre-1990 system that had been rejected (Bernaciak and
Kahancova 2017; Crowley and Ost 2001). In consequence, workers left
unions in large numbers. As the country chapters illustrate, it remains
problematic for some unions to rid themselves of the association with the
command economies and recruit, particularly young, workers employed
in the new market economies of the EU11.

It is also apparent from Tables A1.D and A1.H that national differ-
ences between union density and the coverage of collective bargaining are
marked, which illustrates variations in the extent of ‘free riding’. France
is an extreme case in this instance with 8.0 per cent union density and
98.5 per cent coverage in collective bargaining in 2014, resulting in a
free rider rate of 90.5 per cent (for details, see Sullivan 2009). At the
other extreme is Cyprus where union density and the coverage of collec-
tive bargaining are almost identical, resulting in a free rider rate of zero.
Higher free rider rates tend to occur where industrial bargaining remains
in place, often coupled to the frequent use of extension mechanisms or
functional equivalents, and unions have failed to recruit workers whose
terms and conditions of employment they set. Some of the country chap-
ters demonstrate that this group of workers are now being targeted in
recruitment and organizing campaigns (Ibsen and Tapia 2017).

Figure 1.3 and Table A1.L demonstrate the rising employment rates
among women throughout the period since 1960. Women have tended
to form a larger proportion of trade union membership in the EU11
than in the EU16 due to the concentration of membership in the EU11
Member States within the public sector where large numbers of women
are employed (Bernaciak and Kahancovd 2017). In contrast, membership
in the EU16 is relatively more evenly distributed across the three sectors
and is thus also present in segments of the economy where men consti-
tute the majority of employees and unionists.

Industrial conflict

Figure 1.12 plots the weighted average of strike volume between
2000 and 2020 for the EU16 and EU11. Strike volume is defined as the
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number of days not worked due to industrial action per 1,000 employ-
ees. Both the EU16 and EU11 plots fluctuate markedly, indicating the
effects of specific and large-scale strikes. Strike volume in the EU16 tends
to decline after 2000, albeit irregularly, while that for the EU11 remains
low throughout and by 2017 strikes were relatively rare events, although
a peak in strike activity was recorded thereafter. Three factors have been
cited to explain these trends: the structural changes in the composition
of the labour force detailed earlier in this chapter; a downsizing of the
remaining direct workforce in manufacturing through subcontracting
and outsourcing; and the impact of more intense competition resulting
from the development of national and transnational production net-
works (Dribbusch and Vandaele 2007). These factors are closely con-
nected to globalization and the neoliberal policy agenda. In terms of the
argument developed in this publication, the diminished extent to which
trade unions are able to mobilize strike action suggests a period of ‘labour
quiescence’ (Shalev 1992) in which the defence of trade union interests
must incorporate means additional to strike activity. Some argue that
integral to these additional means is a shift from a labour repertoire to
one based on citizens’ rights (Gentile and Tarrow 2009; Vandaele 2016).

Figure 1.12. Weighted average in days not worked due to industrial action in
EU Member States, 2000-2020
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Reference to Table Al.I illustrates the effects of specific national bar-
gaining rounds on strike volume. In Sweden in 2003 and Denmark in
2013, for example, public sector settlements to industrial agreements
were achieved only after large-scale industrial action, hence the sharp
increases in strike volume for these years (Hamark 2021). Annual peaks
in strike volume for some countries are also indicative of general strikes
called as a means to resist neoliberal policy initiatives (Hamman et al.
2016) and resistance to austerity measures in the public sector (Vandaele
2016). It is also apparent that some countries are not as strike prone as
others: Germany and the Netherlands among the EU16, for example,
consistently have relatively low annual strike volumes compared with
France and Finland.

The structure of the publication

At the core of this publication are twenty-seven country chapters,
which map and explain developments in trade unionism in each Member
State of the EU since the year 2000. Each of these chapters has been
written by national experts and peer reviewed by both the editors and
the authors of other country chapters. In practice, each country chapter
places the developments introduced in this chapter into a national con-
text and explains specific national peculiarities by reference to economic,
social and political developments. Each country chapter and the con-
cluding chapter emphasize the range of responses implemented by trade
unionists to the challenges outlines in this chapter.

In order to ensure a degree of consistency between chapters each
country chapter comprises nine sections presented in an order of the
author’s choosing. Each of these sections arises from points raised in this
chapter. The sections cover:

« the historical background and principal features of the system of
industrial relations,

» the structure of trade unions and union democracy,

= unionization,

= union resources and expenditure,

» collective bargaining and trade unions at the workplace,

= industrial conflict,

= political relations,
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= societal power, and

= trade union policies towards the EU.

In addition, the authors of the country chapters were asked to cate-
gorize each country by reference to Vissers (2019b) four categories on
the future of European trade unionism: marginalization, dualization,
substitution and revitalization. It is acknowledged that there are difficul-
ties with these categories, as more than one may be present concurrently
within a Member State. Analysis of the responses comprises the final sec-
tion of a concluding chapter to the entire publication, which presents an
overview of the state of unions in the EU in 2022, reviews the impact of
the responses to the neoliberal challenge implemented by trade unionists
and speculates on future developments.

The argument present in every chapter is that these are difficult
times for unions in Europe. The neoliberal project has weakened and
is continuing to weaken fundamental features of the national variants
of the European social model within the EU16 and has prevented the
establishment of elements of the European social model within the
EU11. A range of quantitative measures indicate the extent of the chal-
lenge faced by unionists in terms of declining unionization; a restricted
capacity to mobilize industrial action; a declining wage share for labour,
particularly in the EU11; and a decline in the coverage of collective bar-
gaining coupled to its decentralization. The increasing ‘distance’ between
unions and Social Democratic and Labour Parties exacerbates the difi-
culties of union renewal, as legislative support is not readily forthcom-
ing. Concurrently, climate change is a challenge that particularly affects
industries where unions are still relatively strong, while the shift towards a
low-carbon society promotes industries that are currently sparsely union-
ized. Similarly, digitalization poses challenges for unions on a wide front,
but particularly concerning the protection of employment rates and the
quality of work (Degryse 2016; Drahokoupil and Vandaele 2021; Jepsen
and Drahokoupil 2017; Vandaele 2018).

This bleak situation, however, is mitigated. The banking crisis of
2008, for example, demonstrated the failure of the unregulated markets
favoured by the neoliberals (Gamble 2014; Piketty 2014). Similarly, the
increases in rates of productivity growth anticipated by the neoliberals to
result from labour market flexibility have failed to materialize. In short, the
internal contradictions of the neoliberal project are becoming increasing
evident (Pedersini 2019), although the political elites in several Member
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States and at European level remain wedded to the basic assumptions of
the project (Crouch 2011; Lehndorff 2015). More recently, the Covid-
19 crisis has prompted a wide range of responses many of which have
involved unions in national decision-making.

Within this context it is apparent that unionists are searching for new
approaches to adjust to changed circumstances. Internally, a wide range
of recruitment and organizing campaigns are underway directed towards
bringing workers often outside of unions in the past into membership,
horizontal forms of union democracy have been introduced to sup-
plement traditional vertical forms, and mergers have consolidated and
sometimes transformed union structure. Externally, political alliances
have been sought beyond social democratic and labour parties, partic-
ularly with organizations campaigning on environmental, sustainability
and equality issues. As becomes apparent from the country chapters these
initiatives take a wide range of forms and have generated mixed results as
the country chapters illustrate.
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Chapter 2

Austria: Trade unions in a world of
‘contested stability’?

Vera Glassner and Julia Hofimann'

By European comparison, the Austrian trade union system is the
most unitarian, with only one organization, the Austrian Trade Union
Federation (OGB, Osterreichischer Gewerkschafisbund). The OGB incor-
porates seven sectoral’/industry” trade unions. Austrian trade unions are
embedded in a complex system of industrial relations and workers™ par-
ticipation. The representation of labour interests rests on three formally
independent pillars: first, the national trade union federation OGB and its
(multi-)sectoral/industry organizations; second, the Austrian Chamber of
Labour (AK, Arbeiterkammer), membership of which is mandatory, and
which acts as the statutory employee interest organization of all employ-
ees; and third, employee interest representation at the company level,
which comprises board-level representation through employee represen-
tation on supervisory boards and works councils (Betriebsrite). Unions
usually negotiate at national (or regional) industry level on pay and other
working conditions, while works councils negotiate at enterprise level on
issues such as additional benefits related to pay or work pensions.

Like most of European unions, Austrian unions have been confronted
with a process of constant membership decline over the past thirty years.
Since 2016, however, unions have been able to halt this trend and now

The authors would like to thank Susanne Pernicka (JKU Linz) and colleagues of the
department for economic science and statistics at the Chamber of Labour Vienna for
their valuable comments on this chapter.

Broad sectors of economic activities such as private/public.
Industry (within a sector), for instance, metalworking, finance/insurance, health care.
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have around 1.2 million members. The Covid-19 crisis has once more
led to membership losses, totalling around 20,000 people between 2019
and 2021. Because of the uncertain future of the pandemic and its effects
on the labour market at the time of writing (2022), it was not yet clear
whether this was just a one-off event or whether it heralds a longer trend
of membership decline.

While net union density in Austria is moderate in European com-
parison (around 26 per cent in 2020), collective bargaining coverage
is extraordinarily high. Around 98 per cent of workers are covered by
collective agreements. The encompassing scope of collective bargaining
results mainly from companies’ obligatory membership of the Chamber
of the Economy (WKO, Wirtschafiskammer) and the legal extension of
collective bargaining coverage to employees who are not union mem-
bers. Collective bargaining generally takes place at the industry level and
is highly coordinated and synchronized within and between industries.
The wage agreement in metalworking serves as an orientation mark for
bargaining actors in other manufacturing industries, as well as in com-
merce and the public sector. Together with Germany, the Netherlands,
Norway, Sweden and Switzerland, Austria belongs to the group of ‘per-
sistently low-strike countries’ (Vandaele 2016), which means that strikes
and industrial conflicts are generally rare.

Even though on the surface it seems that unions have been fairly suc-
cessful in enforcing their interests, a closer look at the dynamics in the
country shows that the ‘Austrian model’ is contested on both the political
and the collective bargaining level. The general power shift from labour
to capital has induced changes in economic and social policies, as well as
attempts to decentralize collective bargaining. Political power shifts to
the right have further challenged the role of social partnership and the
culture of compromise and balancing interests. Over the coming years,
unions will thus be well advised to adapt to these multiple challenges.



Austria: Contested stability of trade unions 95

Table 2.1 Principal characteristics of trade unionism in Austria

1980 2000 2020

Total trade union membership 1,661,000 | 1,442,000 1,199,000
Women as a proportion of total 30 % 32 % 36 %*
membership

Gross union density 59 % 45 % 32 %*
Net union density 52 % 37 % 26 %*
Number of confederations 1 1 1
Number of affiliated unions (federations) 15 13 7
Number of independent unions 0 0 0
Collective bargaining coverage 95 % 98 % 98 %
Principal level of collective bargaining Cross-industry/ Industry |  Industry

industry

Days not worked due to industrial action 0** 1 0
per 1,000 workers

Notes: *2019; **Average value 1980-1984.
Sources: Appendix Al, ETUI (2020), OECD (2007), OGB (2020, 2021a).

Historical background and principal features of the
industrial relations system

In international comparison, the Austrian industrial relations system
is often characterized as well-developed and highly stable over time. One
reason for this lies in the ‘post-war consensus” which tried to avoid a rep-
etition of the bitter pre-Second World War divisions by guaranteeing dif-
ferent forms of power sharing between the relevant societal actors and the
strong inclusion of various interest groups in political decision-making.
This intention and the economic situation after the Second World War—
including weak private capital— fostered cooperative relations between
labour and capital in the post-war period (Talés and Hinterseer 2019).
It found expression in so-called ‘Austro-corporatism’ (Pernicka and
Hefler 2015).

One of the main features of Austro-corporatism is the chamber sys-
tem and related to this the important role of social partnership. The
OGB is one of four acknowledged social partners. The other three are the
Chamber of Labour (AK), the WKO and the Chamber of Agriculture
(LK, Landwirtschafiskammer). The Austrian chamber system has a long
history and was re-established after the Second World War with the aim
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of representing the interests of (mainly occupational) interest groups vis-
a-vis other interest groups and the state. These chambers ensure that the
interests of specific groups are included in policymaking processes and
offer services such as legal advice and representation for their members.
Unions benefit especially from the Chamber of Labour and employers’
mandatory membership in the Chamber of the Economy because one of
the WKO’s main tasks is to negotiate collective agreements (see below).

The AK, which acts as the statutory employee interest organization of
all employees in Austria, provides free legal advice on issues such as labour
law and social benefits, and offers workers legal protection in labour court
cases. Although such services are also provided by trade unions, the rela-
tionship between trade unions and the AK is supportive rather than com-
petitive. They regard each other as partners acting on sometimes similar,
sometimes different fronts. Unions tend to be more combative, while the
AK relies more on its role as an expert organization. In general, the AK
supports unions (which have fewer material and personal resources) in
their interest representation policies and through its expertise on a wide
range of issues, such as collective bargaining, for example by providing
data on macroeconomic and industry developments. As many employ-
ees have access to legal advice via their obligatory chamber membership,
becoming a union member in Austria is rather a question of individual
norms and values or a sign of support for the work of unions or works
councils. Moreover, in recent years unions have tried to organize vulnera-
ble labour market groups (for example, one-person businesses in package
deliveries), which by employment status are non-AK members (as they
are classified as ‘employers’, not ‘employees’ in a strictly legal sense), but
work under highly dependent and vulnerable working conditions.

The industrial relations system was especially successful in the so-
called ‘golden age of Fordism’, when political and social reforms were
based on a demand-driven economic policy, including a strong state,
nationalized industries and a large public sector, characterized by high
levels of economic growth (Pernicka and Hefler 2015). From the begin-
ning of the late 1980s, but especially since Austria’s accession to the
European Union (EU) in 1995, there was a shift from ‘demand-side
corporatism’ to ‘supply-side corporatism’ (Traxler 1995), through which
the industrial relations system— and especially the employee side — came
under increasing pressure. Privatization policies and internationalization,
as well as growing unemployment and rising inequality weakened labour
organizations. Moreover, political shifts since the 2000s — such as two
periods with right-wing government coalitions involving the conservative
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People’s Party (OVP, Osterreichische Volkspartei) and the extreme-right
Freedom Party (FPO, Freiheitliche Partei Osterreich) (2000-2007 and
2017-2019) — have also challenged the role of social partnership and
put pressure on labour organizations in particular. The dependence of
the social partners and the chamber system on legal and political support
became particularly evident during these periods.

Structure of trade unions and union democracy

The Austrian union system is the most unitarian in European compar-
ison, with one single organization, the OGB. There are virtually no other
trade unions outside the OGB.* The OGB covers — de facto — all trade
unions and union members in Austria. Legally, the OGB is an autono-
mous association that is an umbrella organization of independent trade
unions (Karlhofer 2001). The OGB has budgetary and personnel auton-
omy and may authorize strikes. In European comparison, the OGB exhib-
its a high degree of formal centralization. The OGB’s affiliated unions,
however, are densely integrated into decision-making structures. They
enjoy, depending on their membership strength, autonomy with regard to
their membership and financial policies vis-a-vis the OGB. For instance,
the affiliates autonomously collect fees from their members. In collective
bargaining, the relationship between the OGB and its affiliates is more
balanced in favour of the latter; while the OGB formally signs all collec-
tive agreements actual negotiations are carried out by the trade unions.

Three criteria are relevant for the demarcation of trade unions’ orga-
nizational domains: political/ideological alignment, employee status and
sectors/industries (Traxler et al. 2001: 40). The OGB encompasses the
entire party-political spectrum, including social democratic, Christian,
leftist-communist, independent-green, and right-wing Freedom Party—
affiliated unionists, as well as (party-politically) independent unionists.
Thus, the OGB incorporates a wide variety of political and ideological

The Austrian Freedom Party set up its own trade union in 1998. The majority of
its members were from the police. The trade union was not entitled to conclude
collective agreements and had 10,000 members (Traxler et al. 2001: 45), but it was
dissolved a couple of years later. Today, there are two employee organizations out-
side the OGB, neither of which is entitled to engage in collective bargaining: (i) an
employee organization linked to the Freedom Party (the Freie Exekutivgewerkschaf?),
which has members almost exclusively among the armed forces, and (ii) an employee
organization for medical doctors (Asklepios) founded in 2015 and having around
2,000 members.
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views, within which social democrats are dominant in all industries, with
the exception of the public sector, in which Christian trade unionists are
in the majority (see subsection ‘Political relations’).

The OGB incorporates seven sectoral/industry trade unions. The GPA
Union (formerly: Union of Salaried Private Sector Employees) (GPA,
Gewerkschafi GPA), which is the largest union, organizes (mostly) private
sector employees from all industries, as well as journalists and all workers and
employees in the graphical industry. The Union of Public Services (GOD,
Gewerkschaft Offentlicher Dienst) organizes civil servants and employees in
public administration, health care, education and other professions at fed-
eral and state (or provincial) level. The Union of Production Workers (PRO-
GE, Die Produktionsgewerkschaft) organizes mainly blue-collar workers
from manufacturing industries. Younion (Die Daseinsgewerkschafi) covers
public sector workers from districts and municipalities, as well as workers
in arts, media, sports and the free professions. Vida (Gewerkschaft vida)
organizes mostly blue-collar workers in private services and transport. The
GBH (Gewerkschafi Bau—Holz) union organizes construction and wood-
workers. And the GPF (Gewerkschaft der Post- und Fernmeldebediensteten)
organizes postal and telecommunication workers. Because of the unified
union system and the de facto non-existence of unions not affiliated to the
OGB, inter-union competition is low.

Table 2.2 Membership of sectoral/industry trade unions, 2003— 2020

2003 2012 2020
GPA 285,601  GPA-djp 273,970 GPA 279,965
GOD 229,262 GOD 234,346 GOD 255,910
GMT 205,418| PRO-GE 230,878 PRO-GE 230,268
GdG 172,549 GdG- 152,592|  Younion 144,480
KMSfB

GBH 149,784 GBH 116,376 GBH 114,269
GdE 92,627 Vida 144,492 Vida 130,528
GPF 66,756 GPF 50,787 GPF 43,499
HGDP 48,697

ANG 37,593

GdC 32,747

HTV 34,236

GDJP 18,327

KMSfB 11,603

Total OGB | 1,385,200 1,203,441 1,198,919

Source: OGB (2021b).
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While demarcation based on sector (private/public), industry and
(within an industry) branch’ is most relevant for structuring trade union
organization, employee status has lost its formally important role. Since
the late 1990s, a process of harmonization of the pay and conditions of
blue- and white-collar workers has taken place, mostly through collective
bargaining but also by legislation. Formally, separate agreements remain
to be concluded for both groups of workers, but wages and conditions,
such as terms of notice, have been aligned in many cases. This process is
still ongoing, however. In organizational terms, there is no strict separa-
tion of unions organizing exclusively blue- or white-collar workers.

According to its statutes, the federal congress is the highest-level body
of the OGB. Around 500 delegates entitled to vote decide on the OGB’s
policy goals and elect the president, vice presidents, OGB executive and
controlling commission. The federal executive board is the highest-level
decision-making body and decides on important issues, such as strikes.
Representatives of the (multi-)industry unions, as well as of the wom-
en’s, pensioners and youth departments are represented in the federal
executive board. The board nominates, together with the trade unions,
delegates entitled to vote in the congress. The executive board manages
the current policies and assets of the OGB. The controlling commis-
sion monitors compliance with the OGB’s statutes and its financial and
economic activities. Rank-and-file members are usually not involved in
the OGB’s political decision-making (although they are not formally
excluded from decision-making by the statutes).

The trade unions have adapted their organizational structures to
workforce changes. The interests of working women were traditionally
addressed in women’s departments within the OGB and its affiliates, anal-
ogous to special departments for young people and pensioners. Against
the background of the growing share of women in the total labour force,
however, the OGB decided in 2005 that women should be represented
on OGB bodies in accordance with their share in membership. Likewise,
GPA implemented a positive action plan, including a women’s quota in
all bodies in 1997. Gender mainstreaming plans were adopted in several
unions in the 2000s (Blaschke 2015; Traxler and Pernicka 2007).

Economic activity within an industry; for instance, within the metalworking industry

automotive production constitutes a branch.
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Transnationalization of the labour market and increasing east—west
labour migration have raised awareness among trade unions of the need
to address migrant workers (Griesser and Sauer 2017). The OGB has no
specific formal structures to represent migrant workers and rather pur-
sues a policy of regarding them as ‘normal members’. Workers without
Austrian citizenship (or EU/European Economic Area citizenship since
Austria’s accession to the EU in 1995) have been allowed to stand as can-
didates in Chamber of Labour and works council elections since 2006.
Nevertheless, migrant workers are underrepresented in employee repre-
sentation bodies (Michenthaler et al. 2013).

Mergers began to gain momentum in the 2000s (see Table 2.3). The
Union of Metal, Mining and Energy Workers (GMBE, Gewerkschaft
Metall-Bergbau-Energie) merged with the Textiles and Garments Trade
Union (TLB, Gewerkschaft Textil-Leder-Bekleidung) in 2000 to form the
Metalworking and Textiles Union (GMT, Gewerkschaft Metall-Textil).
The main reasons underlying trade union mergers were changes in eco-
nomic structure and in the composition of the labour force, as well as
expected efficiency gains by scale and synergy effects arising from unified
trade union structures and bundling of resources (Traxler and Pernicka
2007: 208). Another driver of union mergers was the big financial losses
of the union-owned BAWAG bank in 2006, which resulted in a severe
financial crisis for the OGB. Thus, three mergers took place in the same
year, resulting in the Metalworking, Textiles and Food-processing Union
(GMTN), the Union of Salaried Employees, Printing, Journalism and
Paper (GPA), and the Transport and Service Union Vida (see Table 2.3).
In 2009, two other mergers took place. The Municipal Employees’
Union (GdG) merged with the Trade Union for the Small Arts,
Media, Sports and Liberal Professions (KMSfB) to become ‘Younion’
(Die Daseinsgewerkschafi) in 2015, while the Metalworking, Textiles,
Agriculture and Food-processing Union (GMTN) merged with the
Union of Chemical Workers (GdC) to form the manufacturing indus-
tries union PRO-GE.

In strategic terms, the organization of a larger share of workers in a
larger number of industries was supposed to increase inter-branch coor-
dination in collective bargaining and membership strategies. In most
cases, mergers involved at least one large and powerful union and one
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or more smaller unions. Mergers were also aimed at ensuring the viabil-
ity of smaller unions (the merger between the Metalworking, Textiles,
Agriculture and Food-processing Union and the Chemical Workers’
Unions, however, rather resembled an amalgamation, that is, a merger
between equals). Merger processes were not free of conflicts. Initially,
in the mid-1990s the OGB planned to reduce the number of unions
from fourteen to three, covering manufacturing, services and the public
sector. These plans were not supported by their affiliates, however. For
instance, the breaking up of the Private Services Union GPA to estab-
lish the principle of industry-wide unionism (for instance, one union per
company) was not carried out because of union resistance (Traxler and
Pernicka 2007). In particular, mergers involving powerful unions, such
as the GPA and the Metalworking and Textiles Union, were the outcome
of bottom-up processes driven by sector/industry unions (Traxler 2001).
This underscores that the OGB’s influence is not all-encompassing; rather
trade unions were able to maintain a certain level of autonomy.

Table 2.3 Trade union mergers in Austria since 2000

Year Merging trade unions New trade union

2000 | Gewerkschaft Metall-Bergbau- Gewerkschaft Metall-Textil (GMT)
Energie (GMBE) Metalworking and Textiles Union
Union of Metal, Mining and Energy
Workers

Gewerkschaft Textil-Leder-
Bekleidung (TLB)

Textiles and Garments Trade Union
2006 | Gewerkschaft Metall-Textil (GMT) | Gewerkschaft Metall-Textil-
Metalworking and Textiles Union Nahrung (GMTN)

Gewerkschaft Agrar-Nahrung- Metalworking, Textiles and Food-
Genufl (ANG) processing Union
Food and Agrarian Workers’ Union
2006 | Gewerkschaft der Gewerkschaft der Privatangestellten,
Privatangestellten (GPA) Druck, Journalismus, Papier
Union of Salaried Employees (GPA-djp)
Gewerkschaft Druck, Journalismus, | Union of Salaried Employees,
Papier (GDJP) Printing, Journalism and Paper

Printing, Journalism and Paper Union | 2020 renamed: GPA Union

(Continued)
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Table 2.3 Continued
Year Merging trade unions New trade union
2006 | Gewerkschaft der
Eisenbahner (GdE)
Union of Railway Employees
Gewerkschaft Handel, Transport,
Verkehr (HTV) Gewerkschaft vida
Commerce and Transport Union Transport and Service Union
Gewerkschaft Hotel, Gastgewerbe,
Personlicher Dienst (HGPD)
Hotels, Catering and Personal Services
Union
2009 | Gewerkschaft der Gewerkschaft der
Gemeindebediensteten (GdG) Gemeindebediensteten - Kunst,
Municipal Employees’ Union Medien, Sport, freie Berufe
Gewerkschaft fiir Kunst, Medien, (GdG-KMSB)
Sport und freie Berufe (KMSfB) Union for Municipal Employees and
Trade Union for the Small Arts, the Small Arts, Media, Sports and
Media, Sports and Liberal Professions | Liberal Professions
2015 renamed: Die
Daseinsgewerkschaft (Younion)
2009 | Gewerkschaft Metall-Nahrung-
Genuss (GMTN)
Metalworking, Textiles, Agriculture Produktionsgewerkschaft
and Food-processing Union (PRO-GE)
Gewerkschaft der Union of Production Workers
Chemiearbeiter (GdC)
Union of Chemical Workers

Source: Authors’ compilation based on Stiickler (2000) and Adam (2006, 2007).

Unionization

One important indicator of trade union strength is net union
density, that is, the share of union members in the total of active,
employed people. Net union density is also used as a proxy indicator
for a union’s organizational power resources. As in most European
countries, union membership in Austria has declined over time.
According to OGB data, there were 1,442,400 union members in
2000, falling to 1,198,919 in 2020 (OGB 2021a). Net trade union
density was around 37 per cent in 2000 and declined to 27 per cent
in 2019 (OECD 2021).
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The factors involved in the union membership decline are manifold.
Structural changes in the labour market, such as the sectoral and occu-
pational composition of the workforce, an increasing share of (often
part-time employed) female employees and a partial precarization of
employment relations have resulted in a shrinking of organizational
power. Privatization of formerly state-owned companies and industries
and EU economic liberalization policies have eroded former union
strongholds. Finally, social factors such as individualization, a pluraliza-
tion of values and orientations and the disintegration of traditional polit-
ical affiliations have reduced the number of workers who become trade
union members (Bacher et al. 2019; Peetz 2010; ).

De-industrialization and ‘tertiarization’ of the economy — that is, the
growth of services — have changed the composition of the labour force
(Mesch 2004). While in 2004, 26.9 per cent of the total workforce was
employed in manufacturing, this share had fallen to 22.7 per cent by 2018
(AK 2005; WKO 2019). In contrast, the share of employees in public
and private services rose from 68.5 per cent in 2004 to 73.8 per cent in
2018. The share of blue-collar workers in manufacturing declined from
64 per cent in 2004 to 53.5 per cent in 2018. Developments in employ-
ment are largely mirrored in the membership figures of OGB unions.
The GPA, organizing largely white-collar workers in manufacturing,
has gained members, while PRO-GE and Vida, organizing mainly blue-
collar workers in manufacturing, private services and transport, report
declining memberships. Likewise, membership has grown in the public
sector union GOD and the private sector union GPA, while the postal
and telecommunications union GPE the woodworkers’ union (GBH),
the transport and services workers” union vida and younion (municipal
workers) are recording membership losses. Since 2016, the trend towards
a constant decline in OGB membership has been reversed. The Covid-19
pandemic, however, has led to a recurring membership loss of around
18,000 people. Because of the uncertain future of the pandemic and its
effects on the labour market, it is not yet clear whether this was just a
one-off event or a precursor of a longer trend of membership decline.
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Table 2.4 Female union members and their share in total membership,
2003-2019

2003 2012 2019

GPA | 124,749 43.7 % | GPA-djp | 122,486 | 44.7 % | GPA-djp | 131,767 | 46.7 %

GOD | 111,858 48.8 % | GOD 125,191 53.4 % | GOD 142,310 | 55.8 %

GMT 35,963 | 17.5 % | PRO-GE | 34,281 | 14.8 % | PRO-GE| 35,177 | 14.9 %

GdG 88,701 | 51.4 % | GdG- 75,905 | 49.7 % | younion | 75,875|51.8 %
KMS{B

GBH 6,497 | 4.3 % |GBH 3,574| 3.1 %|GBH 3,936 3.3%

GdE 5,818| 6.3 % |Vida 46,961 | 32.5 % | Vida 43,171]32.2 %

GPF 16,106 | 24.1 % | GPF 11,880 | 23.4 % | GPF 10,372 | 23.4 %

HGDP | 35,921| 73.8%

ANG 8,614 22.9 %

GdC 4,663 | 14.2 %

HTV 12,634 | 36.9 %

GDJP 3,429| 18.7 %

KMS{B 3,669 | 31.6 %

Total 33.1 % 34.9 % 36.4 %
OGB

Source: OGB (2019a, 2021b).

The ‘feminization’ of the labour force — the share of women in total
employment grew from 43.7 per cent in 2000 to 47 per cent in 2019
(Statistik Austria 2020a) — has also affected trade union membership. The
share of women among union members constantly increased from 32 per
cent in 2000 to 36.4 per cent in 2019 (OGB 2021a). In the public sector,
female members constitute the majority, and among salaried employees in
the private sector almost half of all members are women. Although union
organization is higher among men (34 per cent), density rates of female
workers are declining to a lesser extent than those of men (in 2018: 774,700
union members were men, and 436,800 were women). The share of women
among new members was 42.2 per cent in 2019, and the annual increase in
membership was highest among young people (OGB 2020).

In 2017, around a quarter (24 per cent) of dependently employed
persons were migrants, in other words, without Austrian nationality

The largest share of workers (2017) are German (11 per cent), around one-quarter
(24 per cent) are from the former Yugoslavia (excluding Slovenia) and Central-Eastern
Europe (23 per cent: with 9 per cent from the EUS, excluding Romania and Bulgaria),
as well as 9 per cent from Turkey and 10 per cent from Romania and Bulgaria. The rest
are citizens of other western European and non-European countries.
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(Titelbach et al. 2018). The share of migrant workers is significant in agri-
culture, hotels/restaurants and company-based services, such as cleaning,
construction and among agency workers in manufacturing. Large num-
bers of migrants are working in private households (for example, old-
age care). According to estimates based on the European Social Survey
(2018), the union density of foreign workers is significantly lower than
among non-foreign workers: approximately 17 per cent of non-Austrian
citizens versus 28 per cent of Austrian citizens. Moreover, in line with
the general trend towards a membership decline in recent years, migrant
membership has also declined.

The growth of atypical employment, such as part-time work, fixed-
term and freelance agency work and contingent work, is a particular chal-
lenge for trade unions. Part-time work, which is particularly widespread
among women, has increased the most, from 16 per cent in 2000 to 28
per cent in 2019 (Statistik Austria 2020b). Between 2008 and 2017,
contingent employment (fewer than 12 hours per week) grew by 33.6 per
cent, fixed-term work by 31.8 per cent and agency work by 22 per cent
(Knittler 2018). Since the harmonization of social security contribution
regulations for fixed-term and regular work the former type of work has
declined. Atypically employed workers are often employed for a limited
time period, labour turnover is high and workers are physically dispersed
or separated from core labour forces. This makes it difficult for trade
unions to approach them. According to European Social Survey (ESS)
data (2018), 15 per cent of workers with fixed-term contracts were union
members, compared with 26.5 per cent of workers with open-ended con-
tracts, and only 6 per cent of self-employed workers were members, com-
pared with 25.5 per cent of employed workers.

Confronted with continuing declines in membership and financial
losses, trade unions increased their efforts and repertoires of action in
addressing (potential) members. They began to exchange experiences
about practices in organizing and campaigning with unions from other
countries such as the United States and Germany in the early 2000s.
Centrally orchestrated, industry-wide organizing campaigns have been
rare in Austria, however. Rather, trade unions have expanded educational
training for works councils, including also a shift in focus from legal
knowledge to practical action, including membership recruitment.

Trade union membership strategies vary between industries (Pernicka
and Stern 2011). Usually, unions’ approaches are a combination of cam-
paigns to raise awareness of union representation, questioning workers
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about their problems and wishes at work, collective bargaining and
mobilization for collective action, often making use of social media.
Unions in health care and social services are most active and visible, for
instance, engaging in public action in shopping streets or city centres to
raise awareness of workers’ issues, such as the ‘care crisis’ resulting from
understaffing and bad working conditions. More recently, the PRO-GE
union initiated the Sezonieri campaign, focusing on agricultural workers,
in addition to the OGB-linked ‘UNDOK’ platform fighting undocu-
mented work. Unions provide advice on legal matters, mostly in labour
and social law, but also in other areas, such as tax and residence regu-
lations, in several languages (mainly Turkish, Serbo-Croatian/Bosnian,
Hungarian). Most unions employ bi- or multi-lingual officers.

The GPA has responded to the growing diversity of its membership
by establishing special interest bodies, so-called interest groupings, such
as self-employed and temporary agency workers, I'T specialists, profes-
sional and executive staff, and migrants (Pernicka 2005). In the mean-
time, however, resources for interest groupings have been cut and their
intra-organizational influence has further decreased. The focus now lies
more on recruiting new members.

To summarize, collective bargaining and representation by works
councils still dominate trade union policies. Campaigning, organizing
and membership participation approaches are advancing and becoming
increasingly professionalized (especially by the efforts of committed indi-
viduals). These activities largely remain small-scale, however.

Union resources and expenditure

Austrian unions are financed mainly from voluntary membership
fees. A much smaller part of union revenues (around 8 per cent) comes
from sales and operational income. Members pay a monthly fee of 1
per cent of their gross income, including overtime bonuses and other
surcharges, excluding special payments such as Christmas or holiday
bonuses, as well as compensation of expenses. Under special circum-
stances, such as parental leave or civilian services, members are exempted
from paying membership fees. There are also possibilities to reduce fees,
for instance, for unemployed/marginally employed people, retirees,
pupils or students or persons on sickness benefits. Trade union fees are

fully tax deductible.
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The sectoral/industry trade unions collect fees from their members,
while the OGB receives a share of total membership fees. Legally, the
affiliates are not separate associations but part of the OGB. But both the
OGB as the peak-level organization, as well as the trade unions have their
own budgets. The OGB’s financial resources were severely threatened
when BAWAG, a large bank owned by the OGB, lost a huge amount
of money in financial speculation, which was made public in 2006. The
banl’s bailout plan, however, legally required the OGB to sell BAWAG,
as well as its shares in the Central Bank, and to be liable to the extent of
its assets. Moreover, the OGB was obliged to inform the Central Bank
about its strike fund, previously a well-kept secret (Traxler and Pernicka
2007: 212). Burdened with huge liabilities, the OGB had to sell much of
its properties and followed an austerity programme during the ensuing
years. Nevertheless, austerity policies have focused mainly on sales and
consolidation of assets rather than cutting staff or services for members.

As outcomes from collective bargaining, such as annual wage increases,
apply not only to trade union members, but to all workers belonging to
a particular collective agreement’s domain, getting higher wages are not
a big incentive for workers to join a trade union (Traxler and Behrens
2002). Nevertheless, unions always refer to the fact that high union
membership as an integral part of their organizational power is essential
for their position in collective bargaining. In addition, they offer their
members services, such as free legal protection in labour law cases, legal
advice and consultation, as well as several benefits for purchases, leisure
and culture. Because Austrian workers are also mandatory members of
the Austrian Chamber of Labour, becoming a union member is often
more likely to be a question of norms and values (being part of a bigger
community) than a question of direct material benefits.

Making up around 92 per cent of annual revenues, membership fees
are essential for trade unions’ survival. Thus, structural changes in the
labour market and the general economic situation have a direct impact
on their financial resources. In economic downturns and periods of high
unemployment, on the one hand, union resources generally decrease
because of the reduced fees for unemployed members or because mem-
bers leaving the union when they lose their job. In economic upswings,
on the other hand, union resources generally increase.

Unions were fairly successful in stabilizing their financial resources
over the past ten years. Revenues from membership fees increased
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between 2009 and 2019 from €195 million to €247 million; liabilities
continuously decreased.

The OGB is an association and is thus non-profit-orientated. The
annual revenues cover, more or less exactly, annual (mostly personnel and
operational) expenses, which were €120 million (personnel expenses)
and €132 million (operational expenses) in 2019. The OGB had around
1,800 employees in 2018. The number of employees has slightly declined
in the past ten years, as has the number of local offices (OGB 2019b).

The effects of the current Covid-19 pandemic on their financial
resources are not yet clear. The strong increase in unemployment —
despite the widespread use of short-time work and a decline in union
membership rates in 2020 and 2021, may lead to a slight financial loss
over the coming years.”

Collective bargaining and unions at the workplace

The negotiation of wages and working conditions is one of the central
tasks of trade unions. Collective bargaining takes place within a dual sys-
tem for the representation of labour interests, with the OGB and the sec-
tor/industry unions carrying out negotiations, for example on collective
agreements, while works councils (or specific employee representation
bodies in the public sector) represent employees interests at the work-
place. While trade unions settle wages and a wide range of working con-
ditions in collective agreements, works councils are entitled to conclude
company/works agreements (Betriebsvereinbarung) with the management
on certain legally prescribed issues devolved upon them by labour law
and collective agreements. Although works councils are formally inde-
pendent from unions, the vast majority of works councillors are also
union members. Usually, there is close cooperation between trade unions
and works councils. Works councils benefit from unions™ expertise and
organizational power, while works councils provide access to the rank-
and-file and are essential for recruiting members.

Even though the use of short-time working has played an important role in saving
jobs — at the peak of the pandemic in spring 2020 approximately 1 million people
were on short-time working (Tamesberger and Moser 2021) — the average unemploy-
ment figure in 2020 increased considerably from around 300,000 in 2019 to around
400,000 in 2020 (AMS 2021).
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An indicator of the workplace organization of employees is the den-
sity of works councils, measured by the share of workers represented by
a works council in the total workforce. The representational density of
works councils has decreased slightly since 2000. Roughly, 55 per cent
of workers were represented by a works council in 2000 (Hermann and
Flecker 2009), falling to 52.5 per cent in 2019.° Employee representa-
tion at the workplace (2016) varies between industries, and is highest
in the public sector (90 per cent), industry and crafts (61 per cent) and
lowest in retail (30 per cent) and tourism (15 per cent). In addition,
works council density varies with size of firm in terms of the number of
employees, increasing with company size. According to a study on work-
ing conditions in Austria, a declining share of workers say that they have
contact with works council representatives at the workplace (Eichmann

and Saupe 2014).

Collective bargaining takes place in a multi-level hierarchical legal
framework, whereby minimum standards in basic working conditions,
such as maximum working time, health and safety or dismissals, are
regulated by law. Collective agreements set legally binding minimum
standards of pay for the entire wage scale and a wide range of working
conditions, such as working time, and special bonuses such as holiday
and Christmas remuneration. Social partners agreed on a minimum wage
of €1,500 in collective agreements in 2017. Currently, all collective agree-
ments (with very few exceptions) provide for a minimum wage above
this mark. The goal of a new minimum wage of €1,700 was included in
the OGB’s working programme in 2018 (Hofmann and Zuckerstitter
2019). Works councils are entitled to negotiate works agreements on
issues such as working time, telework/home office or surveillance pro-
cedures, at company level. They monitor adherence to collective agree-
ments at the workplace and ensure workers’ voice and codetermination
in certain areas of company policy. Usually, conditions set at decentral-
ized levels can only be favourable to employees (‘favourability principle’).
Only under exceptional circumstances, and in agreement with the social
partners, can collective agreements permit downward derogation at the
company level.

These figures derive from the Working Climate Index 4/2016 and 4/2019, a survey
initiated by the Chamber of Labour for Upper Austria in 1997, which is updated on
a regular basis (AK 2016, 2019).
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Around 98 per cent of workers are covered by collective agreements.
The broad scope of collective bargaining results from companies’ obliga-
tory membership of the WKO and the legal extension of collective bar-
gaining coverage to employees who are not union members (Glassner
and Hofmann 2019; Traxler and Behrens 2002). Besides the WKO a
number of voluntary employers’ organizations, for instance in finance
and banking and in social services, conclude collective agreements,
provided they are of significant economic relevance in terms of their
memberships. On the employees’ side, the OGB and its seven affiliated
industry unions negotiate collective agreements. Usually, collective agree-
ments are settled at industry level between (multi-)industry unions and
the industry/branch associations of the WKO. Collective bargaining
law allows for company-level collective agreements only in exceptional
cases (mostly for big, formerly stated-owned companies, such as airlines
and railway companies). Collective agreements are legally binding for
all workers employed in a company that is a member of an association
that is a signatory party to a collective agreement. In the first half of the
2000s, trade unions actively contributed to the stabilization of the col-
lective bargaining system by concluding agreements in formerly uncov-
ered industries such as Information and Communications Technology
(ICT), universities, non-university research, social services and agency
work (Hermann and Flecker 2006). For a small fraction of workers not
covered by collective agreements minimum wage norms stipulated by the
federal arbitration agency apply (for instance, for janitors and caretakers).

Collective bargaining is highly coordinated and synchronized within
and between industries (Traxler et al. 2008). The annual negotiation
round starts in autumn in the metal industry. The wage agreement in
metalworking serves as an orientation mark for bargaining actors in other
manufacturing industries, as well as in commerce and the public sec-
tor. Since the turn of the century, the pattern-setting effect of the metal
industry has lost ground and multiple smaller ‘pattern-setting rounds’,
such as the public sector and social services, or the ‘spring round’, starting
with the electronics and chemical industries, have emerged (Glassner and
Hofmann 2019).

Despite the formal stability and inclusiveness of the collective bargain-
ing system signs of erosion and increasing conflicts may be observed. The
long-term fall in trade union density has weakened labour’s bargaining
position. In addition, the share of workers represented by a works coun-
cil has declined over time. Trade unions point to the problem that some
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employers in metalworking and other industries attempt to apply agree-
ments— such as the crafts agreement— that are more favourable for them,
rather than agreements, such as the industrial agreement, that should
apply on the basis of the company’s size and mode of production (Pernicka
et al. 2020). The diversity of employers’ positions in international pro-
duction chains, their profitability and market positions has widened with
the internationalization of the metal industry. The growing divergence
of employers’ and employees’ interests is increasingly hampering the
conclusion of an industry-wide agreement. An open conflict erupted in
metal that resulted in the dissolution of the industry’s bargaining plat-
form, comprising the WKO industry associations of the metal industry
and the unions PRO-GE and GPA in autumn 2011. The metalworking
and machinery industries, dominated by small- and medium-sized com-
panies, rejected the union wage demands and terminated the practice of
joint negotiations. The trade unions in response mobilized for industrial
action, the first strike in metal for many years. Separate agreements had
been concluded in metal since autumn 2012. To date, wage increases had
been equal for the entire industry, while an increasing number of qualita-
tive issues, such as working time arrangements, became more diversified.

Negotiations in the metal industry have been more contested and
conflict-ridden since then (Pernicka et al. 2020). For trade unions, the
annual settlement of a uniform wage increase for metal has become a
feat of strength. Representatives of some industry associations have pub-
licly complained that collective agreements are too rigid and costly. The
unions have responded by announcing company assemblies and warning
strikes, most recently in 2018. One year before, the government unilat-
erally changed working time regulations and unions sought to compen-
sate the emerging disadvantages for workers with a favourable collective
agreement. Collective bargaining has also become more conflictual in
other industries, such as social services and banking,.

To conclude, collective bargaining is less stable than the extraordi-
narily high level of bargaining coverage might suggest. Despite its— in
European comparison— outstandingly encompassing bargaining system,
support has waned over the years among some employers, and beneath
the surface of the almost full bargaining coverage, some are withdraw-
ing from collective bargaining and circumventing collective agreements
(for instance, in metalworking and foundries, bakeries). Finally, political
attacks on statutory membership of the chambers underscore the ‘bor-
rowed stability’ of industrial relations (Glassner and Hofmann 2019).
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Industrial conflict

Together with Germany, the Netherlands, Norway, Sweden and
Switzerland, Austria belongs to the group of ‘persistently low-strike coun-
tries’ (Vandaele 2016), which means that strikes and industrial conflicts
are generally rare. Their negligible role in industrial relations is because of
so-called ‘Austro-corporatism’ and social partnership, which was based on
cooperation and compromise. In ‘normal” collective bargaining rounds
the sheer threat of a strike by unions is usually sufficient to persuade
the employers’ side back to the negotiation table and to reach a com-
promise. Also in socio-political disputes (such as disputes over the pen-
sion or health care system) trade unions usually rely on their connections
to political parties or the government or on social partnership negotia-
tions. Thus, unions strongly rely on their institutional power resources
(Glassner and Hofmann 2019).

Since 1945, strikes and industrial action have rarely been used to
pursue workers’ interests in Austria. Also in the period from 2000 to
2020 analysed here, the number of days not worked was generally very
low: from 2000 to 2009 the average was 41 days, and from 2010 to
2017 it was only two days (Appendix Al). While internationally ‘days
not worked’ are used as an important indicator of strike frequency,
this indicator is not very helpful to grasp the few signs of industrial
action in Austria as it is often zero (see Figure 2.1). The OGB thus
uses an alternative indicator: total strike hours. For the Austrian case
this is especially useful as most strikes are so-called warning strikes,
which last only a few hours and are thus not included in the ‘days
not worked’ indicator. Besides, unions often call for works assemblies
instead of (warning) strikes. This is a very ‘Austrian way’ of interrupt-
ing work. In these work assemblies, important company issues are dis-
cussed while actual work is stopped, but they do not appear in official
strike statistics.
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Figure 2.1 Days not worked and workers involved in industrial action,
2000-2019
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Source: OGB (2019a), WKO (2019), see also appendix.

Figure 2.1 shows strike activity per year between 2000 and 2019.
We only see three peaks in the data: 2003, 2011 and 2018. The 2003
peak was because of bigger, nationwide political confrontations. Since
2000, Austria had had its first neoliberal-conservative government with
the participation of the extreme-right FPO, which tried to weaken the
unions’ institutional power and to abolish compulsory membership of
the chambers, one of the fundamental principles of social partnership
(Astleithner and Flecker 2017). The government also tried to reshape
and downsize social security systems by emphasizing a stronger role for
individual private provision. During this time, there was a lot of political
tension in the air. One reform attempt in 2003 caused the situation to
escalate. The OVP-FPO government had planned a pension reform dis-
advantaging employees, which was followed by huge protests and strikes
organized by the interest organizations of labour and civil society. This
major resistance was partly successful, as it forced the government to
take back some planned reform steps. Thus, these rare, but in part suc-
cessful political protest experiences still play an important role in trade

unions’ collective memory and were re-activated several times later on
(Hofmann 2017).
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While these forms of protests and strikes aimed at political initiatives,
there was also some industrial action in relation to collective bargain-
ing. Especially in the metal industry tensions increased during collec-
tive bargaining rounds. These growing tensions explain the peak in strike
indicators in 2011. In this context, the re-introduction of the public
announcement of wage claims by the unions to build up public support,
as well as strike threats became a more important part of unions’ ‘action
repertoires’.

The 2018 peak points to the autumn collective bargaining round,
which was highly influenced by the new legislation on the so-called ‘12-
hour-day’. Unions tried to correct the ‘social imbalance’ of this law. They
demanded compensation via higher wages, as well as more influence for
workers over working time arrangements in companies and more vaca-
tions. They were rather quick to use the threat of measures such as works
assemblies or (warning) strikes as employers did not want to make such
concessions.

In recent years, there have been some signs of a ‘tertiarization of
industrial conflicts’ as employees in the social and health care systems,
whose professional ethos usually prevents them from striking, have
become more and more protest prone. In early 2019 the bargaining
round in social services was accompanied by strikes before a compro-
mise was reached. In the following year, collective bargaining in social
and health care was again highly conflictual: the unions demanded a
reduction of weekly working time to 35 hours, with full wage compen-
sation. Followed by a campaign called ‘35 hours are enougly’, they drew
attention to the fact that in the social and health care sector (in which
employees are predominantly female) most employees work part-time as
their job is physically and psychologically too demanding to work a full
40-hour week. As the employers, mostly non-profit organizations, argued
they could not finance a 35-hour week, care workers went on strike in
February 2020. The protests stopped dead due to the Covid-19 pan-
demic, however, and the bargaining partners agreed on a compromise,
including wage increases and a working time reduction to 37 hours.

Political relations

Because of the closely interwoven system of Austro-corporatism, trade
union relations with politics are generally close in Austria. Their political
influence unfolds along two paths: (i) via their role as social partners
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and (ii) via their personal and organizational links to political parties.
Within the (and because of the country’s small size) closely connected
political system, trade unions are very well equipped with institutional
power resources.

The OGB is one of four acknowledged social partners. The other
three are the Chamber of Labour, the Chamber of the Economy and
the Chamber of Agriculture. Trade union membership is voluntary,
but membership of the other social partner organizations is mandatory.
While all organizations are generally open to all political ideologies, tra-
ditionally, the OGB and the AK lean towards social democracy, with the
exception of the two most Western states Tyrol und Vorarlberg, which are
more conservative in their orientation. In the other chambers Christian-
conservative ideologies dominate.

Political critique of the influence of social partners on Austria’s polit-
ical system has gained momentum since the 1980s: the ‘Austrian model’
has become increasingly contested at the political level. Especially the
extreme-right party FPO, which was in government once in the 1980s
and twice since 2000 (2000—2007; 2017-2019), has tried to minimize
the social partners’ influence. At the beginning of the 2000s, the govern-
ment of the conservative Austrian People’s Party (OVP) and the extreme-
right FPO actively challenged social partnership. Social and labour
policies were for the first time negotiated without properly involving
the social partners (especially the labour side). The FPO has repeatedly
tried to abolish compulsory membership of chambers, an institutional
feature that helps to maintain the extraordinarily high collective bar-
gaining coverage (Glassner and Hofmann 2019), but it has not been
successful so far.

Although it has become more and more evident in recent years that
the normative commitment to social partnership could reach its limits
when power relations change, unions still stick to the system of social
partnership at the political level. It has guaranteed them an institution-
alized channel to influence social policymaking and labour legislation.
Moreover, public attitudes are generally in favour of social partnership
(Profil 2018). The power shift because of the sudden end of the right-
wing coalition between the FPO and the OVP in 2019 and the entry
of the Green Party as coalition partner of the OVP might have fostered
hopes of a revival of social partnership. Lo and behold, the management
of the Covid-19 pandemic has been strongly shaped by the social part-
ners, including the legislation on short-time working (Schnetzer et al.
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2020; T4los and Hinterseer 2019). It still remains to be seen, however,
how long this ‘revival’ will last.

The connections between trade unions and political parties are
traditionally strong. Especially the historical alliance with the Social
Democratic and Christian Democratic parties has helped unions to bring
their influence to bear. Around 30 per cent of all ministers from 1945 to
2015 had a social partner background, including two OGB presidents.
Through their individual party membership, several unionists were and
still are also members of the Austrian Parliament. Two presidents of the
OGB even became (vice-)presidents of the parliament. While the Social
Democratic Party of Austria (SPO, Sozialdemokratische Partei Osterreich)
predominantly recruited ministers and members of parliament from
the OGB and the AK, the OVP recruited from the WKO and the LK
(Ennser-Jedenastik 2017). Moreover, within the Social Democratic and
the Christian-conservative party there are ‘union and employee related
subgroups’. For instance, there are union representatives in the party exec-
utive of the SPO, and one sub-organization of the OVP is the Austrian
Federation of Employees (OAAB, Osterreichischer Arbeitnehmerinnen-
und Arbeitnehmerbund), which is not a trade union but rather an ‘interest
group’ for employee concerns organized within the OVP.

When Sebastian Kurz became leader of the OVP in 2017, he tried
to limit the influence of different interest groups within the party. This
included a reduction of the influence of the OAAB (Puller 2018). But,
recent developments, such as the coalition government with the Green
Party which is in power since 2019 and the management of the Covid-19
pandemic, have entailed a reinvigoration of ties between the OVP leader-
ship and the OAAB. Traditionally, social and labour policy is not strong
in Green parties, but the Austrian Greens also have union connections via
the independent-green faction in the OGB (including one Green MEP)
and the Chamber of Labour. FPQO also has a ‘union-wing’ (the Freibeitliche
Arbeitnehmer), but their influence is low giving its Janus-faced social and
economic orientation. While FPO voters are more likely to support (eth-
nocentrist) social policies, the party’s leadership tends more towards neo-
liberal economic positions and is thus not much in favour of trade unions
(Flecker et al. 2019). There is another party in the Parliament, which is not
particularly union-friendly: the small liberal party New Austria and Liberal
Forum (NEOS, Das Neue Osterreich und Liberales Forum). Similar to the
FPO, NEOS is against compulsory chamber membership and habitually

describes unions as ‘modernization blockers’.
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Societal power

As institutional power and relations to politics were well-developed
trade union resources in Austria, for a long time the extension of societal
power was not a strategic union focus. Nevertheless, awareness of the
need to enter into coalitions with other civil society actors has grown over
the past twenty years. The general power shift from labour to capital, as
well as special political situations such as governments with FPO partic-
ipation in the early 2000s encouraged a rethink on this issue. Emerging
transnational social movements (such as the Alter Europe movement)
have also contributed to unions’ rising awareness of the importance of
coalition-building (Hofmann 2017).

Since the beginning of the 2000s, the OGB or its affiliates have been
co-organizers or supporters of numerous demonstrations, such as the
protests against the two OVP/FPO governments or against right-wing
extremism and fascism. Unionists have been active in social movements
such as the Alter Europe movement and in longer-term alliances, such
as the alliance ‘Paths out of the crisis’, which was formed during the
financial and economic crisis from 2008 onwards, or the campaign for
the rights of seasonal migrant workers in agriculture (Sezonieri). In recent
years, there has rarely been a big, civil society demonstration without the
participation of the OGB or at least one of its affiliates. Campaigning
know-how is also continuously being built up, for example via union
education courses. Sometimes, the coalitions with civil society actors have
even had a clearly visible outcome, such as a drop-in centre for undocu-
mented workers (UNDOK), which was initially set up by a group of civil
society actors, unionists and political activists and is now located at OGB
headquarters in Vienna.

Contacts between central civil society actors (such as Attac or the
national poverty conference — an umbrella organization of social NGOs)
and unions are thus fairly well developed (Strickner 2014). Here, the fact
that Austria is spatially and demographically modest in size might also
play an important role. The number of activists is manageable and thus
networks are easier to build up. Having said all that, we would still argue
that the associational power of unions is low, for two reasons: first, the
influence of civil society engagement on politics is in general modest,
whereas the unions’ influence on politics as a social partner was strong
until the recent past. This provoked and still provokes unions to focus
their efforts on the latter. Second, it is often only a handful of unionists
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who are active in coalition-building with civil society. Thus, to date,
coalition-building as a strategy has not really penetrated the depths of
union organizational structures.

According to the literature, ‘real’ social movement unionism (Kelly
1998) would involve not only unions building alliances with other pro-
gressive forces, but also that they ‘recreate themselves as social movements’
(Frege and Kelly 2004: 137). This would mean changing their strategies
to influence politics not only from the negotiation table but also and per-
haps even more so through protests in the streets and at enterprises. Such
a strategic shift has not yet manifested itself in Austria. Indeed, from time
to time, unions organize massive campaigns. One recent example are the
demonstrations against the extension of the working day to 12 hours,
in which more than 100,000 people participated (Stern and Hofmann
2018). Collective bargaining rounds have also become more and more
conflictual in recent years. Nevertheless, these campaigns are selective
and do not indicate a substantial shift of strategies, rather an extension of
the unions’ repertoire of contention.

Another way of gaining societal power is to expand discursive power
(Urban 2010). If unions are able to intervene in public debates, their
societal power gains strength. The use of traditional media channels (via
TV, adverts or their own print media) is very well developed in Austria.
Nowadays, however, social media is rapidly gaining discursive power.
Unions jumped on the social media train quite late, but they have shown
a high degree of professionalization in this area in recent years. Public
relations via social media are now part of established union marketing.
Several campaigns are already designed as online-only; existing print
media is now also available as an online version. Still there is room for
improvements: while the Facebook accounts of the OGB or its affiliates
do not receive more than 60,000 likes, the OGB has over 1 million mem-
bers who need to be reached.

Trade union policies towards the European Union

Trade unions have been rather supportive of European integration
since the 1990s. The OGB contributed to the largely positive public vote
in favour of the country’s accession to the EU in 1995. The unions have
been much more reserved vis-a-vis the Europeanization of social and
labour market policy and the EU’s ‘eastern enlargements’, however. The
OGB, against the background of large gaps in wage levels and working
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conditions between Austria and its CEE neighbouring countries, pressed
for long transition periods before the Austrian labour market was fully
opened. Nevertheless, Austrian unions were, and still are among the most
active in their (financial and organizational) support for CEE trade unions.

The OGB'’s transnational work focuses on shaping interest policies at
European level through formal institutional channels, such as the OGB’s
office in Brussels, the European Economic and Social Committee, and
the European Trade Union Confederation (ETUC) on a broad range of
issues, such as European labour market and social policy. Furthermore,
OGB regional offices participate in nine interregional trade union coun-
cils IRTUC:) together with unions from Italy, Slovenia, Hungary, the
Czech Republic, Germany and Switzerland. The aim of this interregional
cooperation is to counter wage and social dumping, exchange informa-
tion on collective bargaining and wage developments, and provide advice
on workers’ rights. The union council between western Hungary and
Burgenland, the most eastern region of Austria, functions particularly
well and has established cross-border networks in various industries and
at company level (Hammer 2010).

The transnational coordination of collective bargaining to counter wage
competition between countries within the euro zone was the main aim of
interregional trade union networks set up to coordinate wage polices in a
number of industries (Glassner and Pochet 2011; Pernicka and Glassner
2014). The Austrian metalworking union was among the most active,
together with unions from Germany and the Benelux countries, in shaping
policies for the European coordination of wage setting (the collective bar-
gaining committee of the European Metalworkers’ Federation/IndustriAll
has been headed by an Austrian unionist since 2007). The transnational
coordination of wage bargaining has lost much of its relevance since the
financial crisis of 2008/09. In political terms, the focus has meanwhile
shifted from bargaining policy coordination towards a European mini-
mum wage policy at the level of the ETUC (Schulten et al. 2015). One
network, however, the ‘Vienna Memorandum Group’, founded in 1999
by metalworking unions from Austria, Germany, Slovenia, Slovakia, the
Czech Republic and Hungary, is still active. Unionists continue to meet
biannually to fight wage and social dumping and to exchange information
on collective bargaining developments.

Furthermore, the European Federation of Building and Woodworkers
(EFBW) has established a European database on wages and basic work-

ing conditions, providing information in many languages.
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Industry unions’ transnational activities are usually less formalized
and rather issue-specific. One example is the ‘Fair work’ platform of
the construction and woodworkers union’s (GBH) regional office in
Styria, which provides (online and face-to-face) bilingual information for
migrant and posted workers to promote equal wages for equal work in
industries prone to wage and social dumping (Krings 2019). Ensuring
fair working conditions for agricultural workers is the aim of the Sezonieri
campaign, initiated by the PRO-GE, Vida and NGOs in 2014.

The traditionally strike-averse OGB unions usually do not take indus-
trial action during European Action Days. Usually, they send delegates
to the assemblies or solidarity notes. This contrasts with the approach of
southern European unions that often call for Europe-wide strikes and
industrial action (Pernicka and Hofmann 2014; Hofmann 2017). It is
noteworthy that during the general strike in 2003 the Austrian railway
union successfully mobilized the Hungarian railway union for transna-
tional strike action (Hammer 2010).

All (multi-)industry unions engage with their respective industry-level
European trade union federations. Engagement is far-reaching in the
metal industry, with PRO-GE regularly participating in meetings called
by IndustriAll, as well as in construction and forestry (GBH), in private
services (GPA, Vida) and in the public sector, for example, in health care,
social services, gas and electricity (Younion). Likewise, unions participate
in European sectoral social dialogue. Involvement, however, depends on
the degree of activity of the — currently — 43 sectoral social dialogue com-
mittees. It may vary considerably between industries and over time.

European works councils (EWCs) are important institutional
resources for transnational labour action. EWCs have been particularly
active in the automotive sector to avoid competition between multina-
tional companies in different countries (Greer and Hauptmeier 2012;
Pernicka et al. 2017). Trade unions perceive EWCs as an important insti-
tutional resource and tend to express pro-active attitudes towards trans-
national labour cooperation.

Conclusions

From an international comparative perspective, Austrian trade
unions still enjoy largely favourable conditions. Particularly in col-
lective bargaining, trade unions are influential actors equipped with
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far-reaching bargaining autonomy and supportive institutional con-
ditions, such as companies’ mandatory membership of the Chamber
of the Economy and the legal bindingness of collective agreements
for non-unionized workers, which ensures bargaining coverage of the
vast majority of workers. Labour law provides for high standards of
worker protection and working conditions. Precarious employment is
increasing but is still only of minor importance in comparison with
other countries. The monitoring of working conditions is supported
by state agencies, such as the Labour Inspectorate, and is fairly effec-
tive in European comparison. At the company level, works councils
enjoy comparatively broad codetermination rights and the support of a
unified union movement. The large (but declining) majority of works
councillors are union members.

Referring to the four possible futures of trade unions presented by
Visser (2019), which path will Austrian trade unions take? The dangers
of ‘marginalization’, ‘substitution’ or ‘dualization’ do not seem to be too
great considering the strong institutional backing trade unions still enjoy.
‘Revitalization’ as a probable future scenario of the union movement,
however, seems to be too optimistic, as membership-focused approaches
and organizational renewal have not been fully embraced by unions.
Thus, a future of ‘stability’, added to Visser’s (2019) four futures of trade
unions, seems to be most probable for unions at this point in time. This
future does not follow automatically, however. Rather, it requires con-
tinued efforts on the part of trade unions in order to strengthen mem-
bership, in particular among young, migrant and female workers, and to
pursue inclusive strategies of collective bargaining and representation of
labour’s interests vis-a-vis employers and the government.

Trade unions in Austria are affected — as all European unions are — by
global structural change and growing economic and social inequalities,
driven by increasing international competition, market liberalization, the
emergence of monopolistic platform companies, and an increasingly het-
erogeneous labour force. The rise in unemployment, the closure of pro-
duction sites, national and European digitalization and decarbonization
policies are exacerbating structural change. To date, unions have been
negatively affected by many of these processes. Overall, these develop-
ments have accelerated the shift of power relations to the detriment of
organized labour.

Looking more closely at labour relations, multiple challenges come
to the fore. The constant decline in union density, the dependence on
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institutional resources that ensure a high collective bargaining coverage,
and the subordinate importance of membership policies are some of the
most important. The weakening of social partnership and the side-lining
of organized labour, as well as changing values among younger genera-
tions of managers, politicians and journalists that are hostile towards or
ignorant of the idea of social partnership and negotiated compromise
have contributed to the trade unions’ loss of relevance as powerful soci-
etal actors.

To summarize, we would like to highlight three densely interrelated
challenges.

First, and starting from a rather abstract level, unions are confronted
with a dilemma between a membership logic and a logic of influence
unfolding in a very specific way. Comparatively extensive institutional
resources for instance in collective bargaining have led to a fairly passive
reliance on them and a neglect of organizational renewal. At the same
time, the withdrawal of institutional power in national social dialogue
has forced unions out of political decision-making and into an oppo-
sitional role, a role into which the unions have not yet grown. Unions,
largely lacking experience in industrial action, have to gain further expe-
rience in mobilization, protest and building alliances with civil society
actors in order to strengthen their institutional power.

Second, reliance on institutional power is risky. Changes in govern-
mental coalitions with far-right and neoliberal parties might induce
a withdrawal of institutional resources, as previous — and persistent —
attacks on statutory membership of chambers have shown. Trade unions
in Austria, a small and export-dependent economy, traditionally support
a moderate wage policy, aiming at macroeconomic stability and interna-
tional competitiveness. Unions, having deeply internalized their role in
social partnership, are traditionally strike-adverse.

Third, statutory membership of chambers does not automati-
cally translate into smooth and conflict-free collective bargaining and
outcomes favourable for organized labour. Neither does it imply the
quasi-automatic conclusion of collective agreements, as recent conflicts
in metalworking — in which every year the employers publicly ques-
tion the negotiation procedures — have shown. Nor does it guarantee
all-encompassing compliance by companies or parts of industries, as
illustrated by, for instance, the initial refusal of foundry companies to
recognize the metalworking agreement in 2019.
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The current Covid-19 pandemic has deepened long-standing prob-
lems. In the short term, unions are suffering from membership losses
arising from mass unemployment. The current resurgence of social part-
nership has indeed allowed the trade unions to assert themselves in cri-
sis management, as indicated, for example, by the rapid conclusion and
implementation of short-time working agreements. As experience from
the 2008-2010 crisis shows, however, ‘crisis corporatism’ might be tran-
sitory and built on borrowed stability.

The Austrian labour movement rests upon three pillars; works coun-
cils at the company level, collective bargaining at industry level, and trade
unions at sectoral/industry and national levels. All three areas of action
are densely intertwined and have to be strengthened synchronously.
Trade unions have to address processes of erosion in all three areas. The
question of how to do so successfully remains of the utmost importance
for trade unions, and not only in Austria.
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Chapter 3

Belgium: Trade unions coping with workplace
fissuring and opposing wage moderation
in a tottering political system

Kurt Vandaele

Belgian trade unions are still faring well compared with most other
countries in the European Union (EU). A benevolent institutional set-
ting at the workplace and industrial level proves relative robustness.
First, union-only representative structures — union representatives, health
and safety bodies and works councils — allow unions to establish and
maintain a social norm of union membership, especially in large com-
panies. Second, management has relatively lower incentives to openly
resist unions at the workplace as the industry is the predominant level
for collective bargaining (Western 1999). Third, unions are involved
in paying out unemployment benefits, a variant of the ‘Ghent systen,
stimulating unionization of the unemployed and workers with relatively
higher unemployment risks and allowing unions to offer various services
outside the workplace. Notably, the ‘institutional stickiness” of this union
security is buttressed by union activism and unions’ considerable mobi-
lization capacity, as large-scale demonstrations and political mass strikes
exemplify. Also, ideas of ‘social partnership’ underpinning a tradition
of social dialogue and political advocacy enable unions to influence the
political process, although success largely depends on the political par-
ties currently in power. Finally, unions’ organizational learning probably
needs to be brought into the equation to understand why union density
has shown notable long-term stability, hovering around 55 per cent from
the mid-1990s to the mid-2010s.

I am grateful to Jean-Marie De Baene, Raf De Weerdt, Chris Serroyen and Guy Van
Gyes for their comments and suggestions.
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Table 3.1 Principal characteristics of trade unionism in Belgium

1980 2000 2019
Total trade union membership 2,645,000 3,096,000 3,295,000
Women as a proportion of total n.a. 38 % 46 %*
membership
Gross union density** 87 % 90 % 80 %
Net union density 53 % 57 % 49 %
Number of confederations 3
Number of affiliated unions (federations) 30 | 20 | 17
Number of independent unions >1
Collective bargaining coverage 96 %
Principal level of collective bargaining Industry
Days not worked due to industrial action 71 77 107
per 1,000 workers

Note: *2018.
Source: Appendix Al; **ET UL

Most indicators in Table 3.1 suggest that the industrial relations system
remain fairly unchanged. But the challenges are mounting today. Union
membership and density deteriorated during 2014-2019, although this
has perhaps set in later than expected by observers who anticipated such a
weakening at the dawn of the twenty-first century (Van Gyes et al. 2000).
Net union density fell below a symbolic 50 per cent level in 2019. In
addition, apart from reforms in unemployment insurance, labour market
deregulation and flexibility have been incrementally promoted over time,
giving rise to a tendency towards workplace fissuring (Weil 2014). This
indirectly undermines union security and complicates union efforts to
organize workers. Moreover, political parties, such as the Flemish national-
ists, who are adversely disposed towards Belgium’s neocorporatist socio-
economic decision-making, have been on the rise. Finally, unions’ room
for wage negotiations is curtailed by a central wage norm, established in
1996 and tightened up in 2017, which has provoked fierce union opposi-

tion since then.
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Historical background and principal features of the
industrial relations system

Union pluralism and regional variation, a strong mobilization capac-
ity, formal links with political parties and embeddedness in labour mar-
ket and welfare institutions mark Belgian unionism historically (Faniel
2010). Union organizations have developed along three ideological lines.
The segmentation of society into ‘pillars’ implied that they belonged
to a broad organizational network, based on the same subculture, sup-
porting workers ‘from the cradle to the grave’ (Strikwerda 1997). The
ideological origins of the socialist General Federation of Belgian Labour
(ABVV/FGTB, Algemeen Belgisch Vakverbond) are rooted in anti-
capitalism and representing the interests of the working class as 2 whole.'
Christian unions for workers only developed when the Catholic Church
recognized the importance of the question sociale with the publication
of the papal encyclical Rerum Novarum in 1891 and a fierce competi-
tion with the socialist unions started. The roots of the Confederation of
Christian Trade Unions (ACV/CSC, Algemeen Christelijk Vakverbond)
lay in rejecting socialist ‘class conflict’ and in emphasizing integration
within and with society. The ideological orientation of the General
Confederation of Liberal Trade Unions of Belgium (ACLVB/CGSLB,
Algemene Centrale der Liberale Vakbonden van Belgié) rests on counter-
vailing power within the labour market, highlighting direct benefits and
gains for its members. The three union confederations could ideally be
attributed to one edge of Hyman’s (2001) triangle on union identities,
but in reality each confederation has been oscillating between two edges
in Figure 3.1 over time, while variations in identities are also geograph-
ically relative, not absolute.

1 . . . . . .
Full French names of institutions or organisations that can be abbreviated are not pro-

vided in the main text for reasons of space; they can be found in the abbreviations list.
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Figure 3.1 Regional differences in union identities

Flanders Wallonia

Class Class

‘Historical
compromise’

‘Social market
economy’

ACLVB ACV CGSLB

Market Society Market Society

Source: Vandaele and Hooghe (2013).

Besides the different socio-demographic and political context, also
uneven geographical industrialization typified Belgian unionism and
membership dynamics from the outset (Mort Subite 1990). The shifting
centre of economic gravity from French-speaking Wallonia to Dutch-
speaking Flanders since the 1930s reinforced the ACV/CSC in the latter
region and Belgium generally; ACV/CSC afhliates also commenced
early on to organize workers beyond those employed in large factories.
Deindustrialization eroded the ABVV/FGTB’s historical stronghold
within manufacturing in Wallonia so that union pluralism would be stron-
ger here. Relationships between the confederations nevertheless became
less stressful over time (Pasture 1996): the practice of a ‘common union
front’ at the national level vis-a-vis the employers™ associations and the
state developed from 1936 onwards. Being facilitated by the ‘Social Pact,
an informal agreement concluded after clandestine negotiations between
union and business leaders in 1944, union security gradually strengthened
after the Second World War (Cassiers and Denayer 2010). Governance of
the social security system by the ‘social partners’ was established, with the
‘Ghent system’ metamorphosing into a ‘quasi-Ghent system’ as unions
retained a role in the now compulsory unemployment system by paying
out unemployment benefits alongside a state agency (Vandaele 2006).
Also, establishing health and safety committees and works councils was
legally made possible, while joint committees for collective bargaining
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were institutionalized at the industrial level and extended to more indus-
tries. Union pluralism was secured in 1952: representativeness criteria
stipulated that confederations and their affiliates are entitled to bargain
if they cover the whole country, and have a mandate in the two social
dialogue institutions at the national level, the Central Economic Council
(CRB/CEC, Centrale Raad voor het Bedrijfsleven) for economic matters
and the National Labour Council (NAR/CNT, Nationale Arbeidsraad)
for social affairs (Blaise 2010). The state thus promoted a consensual
approach via a dense neocorporatist architecture, subordinating strike
action to bargaining (Vercauteren 2007). A similar approach would later
be followed in the three economic-based Regions and three language-
based Communities in a federalized Belgium (Installé et al. 2010). An
‘institutionalization of conflict’ rather than an ‘institutionalization of
cooperation’” has marked Belgian ‘social partnership’, however (Therborn
1992). Union mobilization continued in a still ‘pillarized” society after
the Second World War, and industrial action did not wither away.

In hindsight, the ABVV/FGTB, leading in Wallonia, has interpreted
the ‘Social Pact’ as only a zemporal ‘historical compromise’ between the
two sides of industry in anticipation of structural reforms within cap-
italism (Hemmerijckx 1995). Its understanding of being instrumental
for the development of a ‘social market economy’ has traditionally been
dominant in Flanders due to the ACV/CSC’s predominance. In practice,
biennial bipartite negotiations between the ‘social partners’ at the cross-
industrial level, outside the formal social dialogue institutions, resulted in
seven interprofessional agreements (IPA/AIP, interprofessioneel akkoord)
between 1960 and 1976, boosting a Keynesian growth regime based
partly on increasing domestic demand. IPA/AIPs are not binding; they
offer a framework for Belgium’s multi-level bargaining system. IPA/AIPs
can also lay down minimum standards for all employees in the private
sector, to be translated into collective agreements at the cross-industrial
level. For example, a cross-industry agreement, given legal force via a
Royal Decree, introduced a guaranteed average monthly minimum
wage in 1975. The industrial level is considered dominant, however,
because its collective agreements are broad in scope, including non-wage
issues, and provide legal content following cross-industry agreements

(Vandekerckhove and Van Gyes 2012).

State ‘intervention’ in wage-setting became increasingly important
when an IPA/AIP could not be agreed in 1976. The practice of conclud-
ing IPA/AIPs revived in 1986, however, and a more established biennial
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collective bargaining cycle started. ‘Economic vulnerability’ is a common
assumption among the economic and political elites, given Belgium’s
small open economy (Jones 2008). Hence, introducing a wage norm in
the private sector, the ‘competitiveness law’ of 1989, was strengthened
in 1996 to ensure entry to the European Monetary Union (Vilrokx and
Van Leemput 1998); Belgium entered the eurozone in 1999. The new
law consolidated the return to an export-oriented growth regime based
on supply-side wage moderation since the early 1980s (Van den Broeck
2010). It anchored state ‘intervention’ in wage-setting and institutionally
modelled collective bargaining on ‘competitive corporatism’ by curtail-
ing multi-employer bargaining through calibrating wage developments
in France, Germany and the Netherlands. Simultaneously, Belgium is
one of the few EU countries in which the principle of wage indexation
has largely remained intact in settled collective agreements. Wages and
social benefits still ‘automatically’ adjust to changing prices of goods and
services via a ‘health index’, introduced in 1994, which excludes heav-
ily tax-influenced commodities such as alcohol, motor fuel and tobacco.
Wage indexation linked to the ‘health index’, operationalized via diverse
arrangements at the industrial level, thus sets a floor for wage-setting,
whereas the wage norm provides a centralized ceiling.

Structure of trade unions and union democracy

Two idiosyncrasies of Belgian unionism are noteworthy from a com-
parative EU perspective. First, based on publicly available self-reported
membership figures, the ACV/CSC is the only confessional confedera-
tion that surpassed a socialist one in member size from 1958 to 2018.
The ACV/CSC and the ABVV/FGTB — with 1,534,199 and 1,547,325
members in 2020, respectively — dominate the union landscape. Second,
the much smaller ACLVB/CGSLB, with 307,805 members in 2020, is
the only liberal confederation in the EU (Faniel and Vandaele 2011),
whereby solely public sector workers and teachers in non-state organized
schools have specific unions; workers in other industries are direct mem-
bers of the confederation. The quasi-monopoly position of these three
confederations implies that not many independent unions are active.
Although their exact number and membership are unknown, most are
small occupational unions presenting themselves as ‘neutral’. They are
active mainly in the public sector except for the National Confederation
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of Staff (NCK/CNC, Nationale Confederatie van het Kaderpersoneel)

organizing managerial staff in the private sector.

Union members are simultaneously part of their union within the
ABVV/EGTB and the ACV/CSC, with internal divisions organizing
members into subindustries, and regional structures, which are local
branches geographically defined by the place where members live. Manual
workers are organized by unions per industry, whereas non-manual
workers have their own unions that group them occupationally across
industrial boundaries. The legal distinction that formerly existed between
employment statutes explains this organizing principle. Unions antici-
pated the labour law change of 2013 for a unified employment status and
partial harmonization of existing statutes via swapping members in cer-
tain industries over the years. Member transfers continue today: this pro-
cess materializes gradually, given its influence upon relationships between
unions and vis-a-vis employers’ associations at the industrial level.

Most unions are still national: they organize workers throughout the
country. There are some noteworthy exceptions. The white-collar unions
in the ACV/CSC have been divided virtually from the outset, but sepa-
rated formally in 1984, while educational unions split in the early 1990s
at the subnational level so they would be able to lobby political authorities
more effectively. Notably, internal discord over policies instigated a formal
regional divide in the ABVV/FGTB metal union into a Brussels, Flemish
and Walloon ‘entity’ in 2006. A federal umbrella structure, with compe-
tence only for federal matters, is kept for liaising with the confederation,
while the Brussels ‘entity’ is de facto a subunit of the Walloon ‘entity’. The
Flemish and Walloon/Brussels ‘entities are considered to be separate unions
here. ABVV/FGTB and ACV/CSC afhliates organizing solely within one
Region increased their overall member share from 18.5 to 23.9 per cent
from 2000 to 2019.
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Seven unions are affiliated to the ABVV/FGTB today. This confedera-
tion has historically weak authority over its affiliates, with each union main-
taining a strike fund; a relatively higher turnover also marks the confederal
leadership in the period considered here. The membership share of the three
largest unions increased from 72 to 77 per cent from 2000 to 2020. Only
the multi-sector General Workers Union (AC/CG, Algemene Centrale) has
been involved in a merger by ‘acquiring’ a small occupational union facing
perpetual membership decline (see Figure 3.2). Their membership share,
together with that of private service sector unions, has increased, whereas
the metal unions, as the only industrial unions left within the ABVV/
FGTB, are losing ground. They have established close cooperation with the
transport union, which was formalized in 2018 and reinforced two years
later as regards ‘organizational matters and politico-syndical standpoints’.

Turning to the ACV/CSC, with 10 affiliated unions today, the locus
of its power is equally not at the confederal level but rests with the affil-
iates, although arguably less so than in the socialist confederation; the
ACV/CSC operates a centralized strike fund.” Membership concentra-
tion grew, with the share of the three largest unions rising from 47 to 54
per cent from 2000 to 2019. Mergers have made the ACV/CSC less frag-
mented. Unions organizing within education in the French Community
‘amalgamated’ in 2006. Union mergers in various industries, resulting
in two new multi-industry union, can be considered ‘acquisitions’.
Figure 3.3 shows that there are no genuine industrial unions left in the
Christian confederation. A new merger is under way between the metal
and textiles union and the union organizing in construction, energy and
chemicals, which will boost membership concentration by more than
10 percentage points. The Flemish white-collar union will then become
the second-largest ACV/CSC affiliate instead of the largest, giving way to

the new multi-industry union will have the lead.

> ACV Puls formally joined the fund in 2002.
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Local branches constitute the ‘interprofessional structure’: they are
geographically grouped across affiliated unions. A process of upscaling
has marked this structure, especially in the ACV/CSC.” Branches have an
important administrative and coordinating role within their geographi-
cal areas of operation. They provide advice and services to union mem-
bers via an extended network of service centres, and offer educational
work and support for union activists and unions. Branches also identify
and campaign around collective issues within and beyond the workplace,
and seek alliance-building with civil society actors. Local branches are
part of the confederations’ regional and linguistic sub-structures, which
have gained considerably in importance following the devolution of the
Belgian state (Vandaele and Hooghe 2013). The regional membership
distribution is fairly stable in both the ABVV/FGTB and the ACV/CSC
(see Figure 3.3). The francophone member share is substantial in the
ABVV/FGTSB, although still in a minority in all affiliates except for the
public sector union, whereas ‘Flanders’ is predominant in the ACV/CSC
and the ACLVB/CGSLB. At the confederal level, one-third of the man-
dates are assigned to the Brussels, Flemish and Walloon sub-structures,
whereas unions account for two-thirds.

Unions, regional sub-structures and confederations in principle hold
congresses every four years. Union decision-making is characterized by
bottom-up processes of interest aggregation and agenda-setting, provid-
ing room for union activists — labelled ‘militants’ — and procedures of
indirect democracy, whereby every decision-making level chooses its rep-
resentatives at higher levels, based on membership size. Within the ACV/
CSC, for instance, its afhiliates and local branches and the regional and
confederal decision-making levels should be composed at least 50 per
cent of activists, with proportional representation of women and repre-
sentation of young people, the unemployed and workers with a migrant
background (ACV 2019b). Feedback-loops and ratification procedures
are also built into union decision-making processes for concluding col-
lective agreements and IPA/AIPs. Unions sometimes also use surveys to
better gauge the interests and needs of the rank-and-file regarding the
bargaining agenda, or to evaluate their services.

> The number of branches shrank from twenty-one to thirteen from 2000 to 2020,

while declining from eighteen to sixteen in the ABVV/FGTB.
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Specific structures are in place for women, young people, the unem-
ployed, migrants, workers on early retirement and pensioners (the lat-
ter only within the Brussels and Walloon ACV/CSC sub-structures).
All three confederations signed a charter on gender mainstreaming in
2004 to promote gender equality of men and women at the workplace
and in their decision-making structures. Still, although the share of
women in unions has increased (Appendix Al), and the first female
leader at the confederal level was elected in the ABVV/FGTB in 2002,
women are still underrepresented and their participation in decision-
making structures is low (Ravesloot 2012). Students and young people
have their own separate structures, set up after the Second World War,
within the ABVV/EGTB and the ACV/CSC, whereas the ACLVB/
CGSLB caught up in 2010 (Pulignano and Doerflinger 2014).
Confederation actions and lobbying on issues regarding young peo-
ple indicate that their interests and needs are looked after, although
the situation of dedicated youth structures within individual unions
is more patchy, with some being more energetic than others (Berntsen
2019). The unemployed have had their own ‘jobless workers’ commis-
sions’ since the early 1980s, but their working is ‘somewhat erratic’,
influenced by regional unemployment dynamics (Faniel 2012a).
Finally, regarding migrant workers, confederations and their affiliates
over time have promoted polices on equal treatment and opportuni-
ties, citizenship, antiracism and social clauses against discrimination
(Martens and Pulignano 2008).

Union resources and expenditure

Little is publicly known about the financial performance of union
organizations. Besides returns on financial investments, a distinction
can be made between three other income sources, although their relative
size and changes over time are unspecified. First, members’ subscriptions
themselves are the unions’ main source of income. Local branches in
the ABVV/FGTB decide upon lump-sum rates, whereas this is done by
union affiliates in the ACV/CSC. Subscription rates are set rather low, and
the competitive union landscape disincentivizes wide variations between
unions. The ACV/CSC endeavours to achieve further harmonization
among its affiliates today. Also, this confederation has been setting sub-
scriptions for young workers (between 18 and 25 years of age) since 2019
and has lowered them (ACV/CSC 2019b). It is unsure, however, whether



Belgium: Coping and opposing of trade unions 143

this approach recruits workers beyond those already convinced of the
benefits of membership (Delespaul and Doerflinger 2019). Rates are also
reduced for other member categories, such as the part-time employed,
the unemployed, workers on long-term sick leave or early retirement and
pensioners. Membership is free for students in all confederations except

for most ABVV/FGTB Walloon local branches.

Member dues are typically paid by direct debit to the union or its
local branch — the latter is common in the ACV/CSC." Financial flows
between union structures depend on the membership categories and
union organization in question. In the ACV/CSC (2019b), for example,
based on a full-time working member 20 years of age, the financial flow
is as follows: the union and local branch receive each 36 per cent, while
11 per cent goes to the confederal level and 7 per cent is allocated to the
central strike fund; the remaining 10 per cent is budgeted for member
magazines and affiliation fees to other (union) organizations and inter-
national solidarity. In order to run the union apparatus and offer ser-
vices, the ACV/CSC (2020) and the ACLVB/CGSLB’ employed 3,283
and 594 staff in 2019 and 2020, respectively. Unions offer a wide range
of professionalized services, often oriented towards employability, such
as career guiding and training. Unions have held webinars during the
Covid-19 pandemic, as their service centres were (partly) closed. Services
also include providing information about employment contracts, legal
assistance in case of labour disputes, and help in completing tax forms.
Furthermore, unions pay out strike benefits, and other benefits could
include small bonuses such as on the occasion of marriage or moving in
together, childbirth or adoption, and retirement, as well as reductions for
members in union-run holiday residences or for other leisure activities,
and shopping discounts.

Second, bipartite welfare funds are instrumental for providing indi-
rect support to union membership and activities. Employers finance
the funds, which are jointly administered by employers’ associations
and unions at the industry level. They are established and regulated
by collective agreements so that the degree of union support varies
between industries. The funds annually pay out a ‘union premium’ in
several, but not all industries, which is an additional benefit for union

Dues can also be deducted directly from wages.
See hteps://www.aclvb.be/nl/structuur-en-kerncijfers-van-de-aclvb#kerncijfers
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members only.” Although payment is subject to compliance with ‘social
peace’ clauses in collective agreements, this is barely applied in practice.
The premium can substantially decrease union dues in particular indus-
tries, so that union membership comes at a low cost. Obtaining mem-
bership is hence instrumentally strengthened and free-riding is lessened
in a system in which industrial collective agreements are almost always
extended. Welfare funds usually supplement unemployment and early
retirement benefits, too (Van Rie et al. 2011). These top-up benefits
are in theory available to non-union members, but unions sometimes
charge for administrative costs on that account. Thus, in practice,
union membership is incentivized, also because it is more convenient to
receive unemployment or early retirement benefit and top-ups via the
same agency. Finally, funds also typically finance skill-based education
for workers and training for members of the health and safety bodies
and works councils; collective agreements regulate the conditions and
modalities for granting facility time.

Third, the state (indirectly) supports the unions financially, either as
an employer or otherwise. Thus, similar arrangements are in place regard-
ing the ‘union premium’ for civil servants and facility time for union
representatives in state administration and state-related organizations.
Furthermore, union dues are tax deductible in case of unemployment, as
they can be deducted from unemployment benefit, or if the taxpayer opts
to include the cost in their tax declaration. Unions can also be granted
certain subsidies for educational activities, international development
cooperation, specific projects or youth work. Most importantly, the ‘quasi-
Ghent system’ implies that the state reimburses agents for their involve-
ment in the administration of unemployment-related benefits, based on
a complex formula (Vandaele 2006). These agents are run either by the
union confederations or the state via the branch office for unemployment
benefits (HVW/CAPAC, Hulpkas Voor Werkloosheidsuitkeringen), which
is governed by the ‘social partners’ as part of the social security system.
The HVW/CAPAC guarantees that receiving unemployment-related ben-
efits is not contingent on union membership. Although this state agency
supports the non-unionized for free, its share in benefit administration is
rather low and even declined slowly until 2019 (see Figure 3.4).

The premium is not subject to taxation up to a certain maximum, which has been set

at 145 euros since 2018.
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Unions are considered to be more efficient than the HVW/CAPAC,
irrespective of scale effects (De 7ijd 3 May 2016). Union dominance
is explained by the historical identification of unions with benefit pay-
ment, their dense network of payment services and ability to pay bene-
fits slightly earlier than the HVW/CAPAC, and (perceptions of) better
service. The percentage of the unemployed who are union members has
scarcely changed, standing at 87 per cent in 2020. Confederations estab-
lished separate payment services with their own accounting in 1996;
legally, disbursements cannot be used for other union activities. The pro-
cyclical link between unemployment and membership entails that fall-
ing unemployment implies decreasing disbursements, while fixed costs
for staff and ICT investments are mounting, so that deficits can occur.”
Every so often, the formula for calculating disbursements is subject to
change, which is largely dependent on the economic circumstances and
balance of power in the federal government. For instance, the Di Rupo
government (2011-2014, comprising social democrats, economic liber-
als and Christian Democrats) introduced an annual reduction in dis-
bursements from 2013, but this can be mitigated.8 Finally, the furlough
scheme during the Covid-19 pandemic highlights how the ‘quasi-Ghent
system’ is also subject to unemployment law reforms. The scheme has
entailed a massive increase in ‘temporary unemployed workers’, resulting
in difficulties in service provision, especially in the HVW/CAPAC (De
Federale Ombudsman 2021). Even so, 31 per cent turned to the state
agency (RVA 2021), and thus eschewed union membership.

The overall correlation between disbursements and gross union membership stands at
0.91 in the period 2000-2019 but is 0.69 for net membership.

Also, decreasing disbursements because of falling unemployment have been made to
slow down in 2022 (De Tijd 22 October 2021).
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Unionization

Membership data can be retrieved only from union administrative
records or occasional surveys. Unions have historically inflated member
figures for reasons of mutual competition or the sometimes delayed and
irregular payment of union dues (Ebbinghaus et al. 2000). This practice
should not be overestimated, however: the coeflicient for inflating mem-
bership has gradually decreased, while concealing membership trends is
impractical. The ABVV/ FGTB claims no longer to apply a coefficient,
and the ACLVB/CGSLB declares that it has gradually reduced this prac-
tice since the 1990s (Faniel and Vandaele 2012). The ACV/CSC has
publicly stated that it no longer uses it, and revised its figures from 2000
onwards, resulting in a lower figure for membership.” Overall member-
ship achieved its highest number ever recorded in 2014, at 3,400,359
(see Figure 3.5)."” The continuous membership growth registered since
the Second World War (excezpt for some years in the 1980s) has halted,
however."" The ACV/CSC' has experienced a membership decline
since 2011, the ABVV/FGTB from 2014 onwards. Both lost 176,543
members overall (excluding students) during 2013-2019. The ACLVB/
CGSLB, by contrast, has enjoyed ongoing membership gains, although
its growth rate nearly halved in the 2010s compared with the previous

decade.

A comparison between old inflated and new data reveals a coefficient of between 11
and 12 per cent.

This figure excludes students, except in the case of the ACLVB/CGSLB as its share
of students is unknown. If students are included, there were 3,488,624 members
in 2014.

"' ABVV/EGTB membership also declined in 1961-1962.

As one of the first policy responses to decline, the ‘administrative cleaning’ of mem-
bership records has produced some additional reductions.
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Membership increases have slowed down considerably at the ABVV/
FGTB, and this confederation is no longer making progress in Wallonia.
Falling membership or meagre rises marked ACV/CSC afhliates in the
2010s, while membership decreased in all regions. Industrial and multi-
industry unions in particular have seen a plunge in membership in both
confederations. Overall membership growth resumed again in 2020,
making up over one-third of losses, especially among white- collar unions
and unions organizing in hospitality and transport. This is because of
the furlough scheme’s impact on the ‘quasi- Ghent system’. As decline
is more marked in the Christian confederation, the membership ratio
with the ABVV/FGTB has diminished, in particular in Flanders. Some
ambiguity remains concerning the latter’s use of a coefficient, however
(OECD and Visser 2021). Thus the ACV/CSC can still be considered

the largest confederation.

While net unionization has been fluctuating at around 55 per cent
since the early 1990s, union density stood at 49.1 per cent in 2019.
Taking into account non-active members, such as the unemployed and
pensioners, gross density is considerably higher. Belgian unions are
encompassing organizations, and about one-third of their members are
(temporally) not in employment (Faniel and Vandaele 2012). Differences
in unionization rates based on gender, age or company size are com-
pressed compared with other EU countries (Van Gyes et al. 2000), but
rates are more diverse between education levels (Vendramin 2007) or
occupational status as a result of different levels of job insecurity (De
Witte 2005). The ‘quasi-Ghent system’ thus incentivizes certain worker
categories to unionize and to remain in membership, especially those
with higher unemployment risks or with lower educational attainment
(Van Rie et al. 2011), whereas ‘middle- and upper-class employees™ are
underrepresented (Stroby Jensen 2020).

Parental socialization has become a less important motive for union-
ization among younger age categories over time (Swyngedouw et al.
2016), although it still plays a certain role (Delespaul and Doerflinger
2019). Also, membership decline might be generated virtually ‘auto-
matically’ by large and highly unionized cohorts reaching early retire-
ment or pension age and leaving the labour market. Based on annual
administrative reports, the ACV/CSC data indeed show an ageing
membership, although the share of members younger than 25 years of
age has been improving since 2017. Moreover, ongoing deindustrializa-
tion, also affecting Flanders, where the ACV/CSC is relatively stronger,
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presumably contributes to membership weakening, especially among
multi-industry unions.”> Membership gains in private services no longer
seemed able to compensate for this in 2010-2019; the same holds true
for the public sector, in which austerity measures stalled employment
growth. Also, the ACV/CSC’s share in the benefit administration of the
‘quasi-Ghent system’ has been steadily deteriorating over time, which has
resulted in closures of service centres (ACV 2019a). Certain categories
of (unemployed) workers might thus be less likely to join this confedera-
tion. Although the duration of unemployment benefit payment remains,
in principle, unlimited, tighter restrictions on entitlement to unemploy-
ment and early retirement benefits (Lefebvre 2019), especially in the
aftermath of the 2007-2008 financial and economic crisis, might further
explain overall union decline. Being numerous in Brussels-Capital and
the Walloon Region, the long-term unemployed can be excluded from
receiving benefits more rapidly today, making it necessary for them to
turn to social services." Arrangements regarding the activation allowance
for graduates, paid out by either the unions or the HVW/CAPAC, have
also changed since 2012. The ‘waiting period’ has been lengthened for
new graduates entitled to the allowance, while the entitlement period is
no longer unlimited: early unionization of young people via the ‘quasi-
Ghent system’ is thus discouraged.

Tactics associated with an organizing approach are not unfamiliar to
Belgian unions. They have an institutionally driven interest in identifying
future (young) union activists for inviting them to be candidates on the
social election lists. The period prior to the quadrennial social elections
for health and safety committees and works councils provides unions
with a