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In societies that undergo total, fundamental changes, like Central and Eastern European
countries, it is difficult to assess changes in one area of society. The variety and number of
influencing factors is considerably larger than in cases of small changes or relative stability.
An analysis of an area is well nigh possible, especially when the pace of the changes is
considered as well. A solid analysis can be made when society has become more stable again.
One does not, however, have to wait to describe changes, despite the fact that these will be
outdated very soon. The importance of this is to see how societies develop and in which
direction. Strictly speaking, by doing this a contribution to historiography is made.

When considering the area of labour relations, one can say that in the Central and Eastern
European countries the Soviet-model prevailed for decades. Put very shortly, in this model
economic interests and the existence of employee and employer relations were denied or even
forbidden. The state took the place of both actors and submitted the material production and
material reproduction of society to her will ('Tatur 1992, 192).

Although some countries tried to change this situation during the period of communist
domination, the big change was ushered at the end of 1989 in all of Central and Eastern
Europe. This also had its repercussion in the area of labour relations. It was clear that the
Soviet-model would have to be abandoned because it would not fit the new democratic
societies with market economies to be developed. What would labour relations then look like?
First, a number of conditions should be fulfilled. The state should withdraw partially from
economic life. The other two parties, employers and employees, should reconsider their role
and (re}organize to represent and defend their respective interests. Beside this, a legal
foundation should be developed for the labour relations. This foundation should contain rules
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and procedures in respect of a number of aspects, such as, for example, labour conditions,
individual and collective labour contracts, conflict solution, wage determination, worker
participation, etc.
In this paper I shall try to outline the situation of labour relations in a number of Central and
Eastern European countries. For Hungary, the Czech Republic, Bulgaria and Poland
indications are given on how the three parties are coping with the new situation.
At the same time a description of the state of affairs is given concerning the formal and legal
foundation for the relations. On the basis of the subjects tripartism, collective bargaining and
worker participation an attempt is made to see how the parties mutually relate. Considering
this whole, I shall try to draw conclusions about the direction in which the relations in the
countries concerned are moving.

Governments
At the end of the 1980s and especially after the revolutions in 1989 the political structure in the
Central and Eastern European countries changed rapidly. New political parties were formed
beside the usual socialist or communist parties which remained, be it sometimes under
different names. Through free elections new (coalition) governments were formed. Beside the
strive for political pluralism and democracy, the countries decided to aim at developing market
economies.

As a consequence there should also be pluralism and democracy in the

representation of economic interests of various groups in society. In the field of labour these
groups are notably workers, employers and their associations. Staying within the context of
labour relations, I will not discuss the formation of the respective governments but only point
out their attitudes towards trade unions, employers and their associations and some labour
matters in which the mutual relations are expressed.

One of the governments' goals is to (re)establish market economies. On the one hand, this
causes governments to foilow an entrepreneur-prone attitude and in this way pursue the growth
of employment. In general, however, the state still is the main employer, especially in the
public sector and the state owned industrial enterprises. A quick marketization does not seem
to be possible. On the other hand, this situation means that the trade unions' role should be
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reconsidered which was mainly done in new or amended Labour Codes. At the same time
management proness should not be too overt.

To avoid possible conflicts all countries have established tripartite bodies, with various
committees, as formalized channels in which governments stay in contact with trade unions
and employers' associations. All four countries have these bodies (Poland in statu nascendi) at
national level, while Bulgaria and Hungary also have established them on regional and or
branch level.

A special problem for the governments was formed by the trade union reformations. Bulgaria
and Hungary may serve as an example here.

Since 1989, the Bulgarian government changed four times. During the first two, prevention of
industrial action was considered an important precondition for structural reforms. Therefore
various forms of consultation with trade unions were established. The new constitution of 1991
also contained foundations for labour rights and social security. The Union of Democratic
Forces (UDF) came into power in October 1991 and radically changed the attitude towards the
trade unions. For example, repressive measures were taken against the Confederation of
Independent Trade Unions in Bulgaria (CITUB), in the form of confiscation of their property.
After a political crisis of three months, a new government took office on 31 December 1992.
Although it declared to continue the programme of the former government, its confrontational
style was rejected and a policy of dialogue with the trade union federations was adopted.

In Hungary, the political parties agreed upon the transition to a democratic society at Round
Table Negotiations in 1989 and in March 1990 the new parliament was elected democratically.
A coalition government was formed with Democratic Forum, Small Holders Party and
Christian Democrats which is still in power. The government was divided about the animosity
among trade unions concerning the assets of the former communist unions. The anticommunist sentiment of government and government parties

conflicted with the old

government bureaucracy which opted for assignment of the assets to the unions which
succeeded the former unions. Until mid-1991 the government tried to avoid direct intervention
in the internal union movement conflict. In the summer of 1991, parliament passed a law on
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trade union election which would serve as a basis for distributing the assets. This law was
directed against the heir union confederations.

The main problem concerning the role of the government in the transition period, is the extent
to which the state should intervene in economic life. The debate on this issue is highly

politicized. A neutral position of the state between the different interests cannot as yet be
expected in the near future. The state still functions as main employer, regulator and
arbitrator. The government has to meet different interests. It has to promote economic
development while at the same time prevent further accumulation of social problems and
impoverishment of the population.

Employers' associations
The new employer class has several components in every of the four countries: new
entrepreneurs, of which an important part are former managers, economic experts, high and
medium level civil servants who had access either to foreign groups interested in the new
markets, or to the "private ways" of privatization. The pluralism of employers' associations is
partly explained by the fact that the traditional capitalists returning to the country after 50
years, the

managers

and apparatchiks of the former regime, the self-confident new

entrepreneurs, the small craftsmen and merchants look at each other like strangers and prefer
to set up their own separate associations.

Employers' associations are not very active and powerful in any of the countries. In Poland
employers are the weakest partner and almost invisible in labour relations. In Hungary, leaders
and members of employers' associations are far apart from each other. Individual employers
feel no other need of their organizations than put the government under pressure for lowering
tax rates and protecting new businesses. Otherwise they feel strong enough to face workers'
demands if needed. In fact, they are not often tried, labour's side is badly organized and rather
dispersed, too, under the threat of unemployment.

The process of institutionalization of employers' associations in Bulgaria is deeply marked by
the combination of the state with the employers' functions. As far as the state is still owner of
4

more than 90~ of the property, this group is not yet a distinctive one. The employers consist
of two parts, the directors of the state owned enterprises and the new owners in the private
sector. The first have lost their former public legitimacy as agents of the state.
Several employers' association were created in the last few years. In June 1991, the Bulgarian
Economic Chamber was set up as a voluntary public organization and consists of managers of
the state owned firms. Its functions are support, stimulate and protect the interests of the
members and promote the development of international economic cooperation. From both the
private and public sector ca. 7,000 employers are unified in this Chamber.

Regional trade and economic chambers were developed in 21 towns, representing 10 branches.
Among their main activities are the preparation of statements and draft bills concerning
national programmes on economic and social development, restructuring and privatization.
Other activities are of consultative, advisory and informational nature.

The Association of Private Entrepreneurs was founded in 1989 as the first organization of
private employers. It unites more than 500 members in 40 regional branch associations. Its
main activities are stimulation of small businesses, establishment loyal partnership, and
prevention of different forms of monopoly.

The Bulgarian Industrial Association was set up in 1990 and has ca. 1,800 members. It is a
federation built on the basis of territorial and branch principles. 37 branch chambers function
in all districts in the country. 1'heir main task is to acquire better conditions for business.
Services and consults to their members are also part of the activities.

1fie establishment of employers' associations faces difficulties concerning their legitimacy.
Being often of the old nomenclature, directors and managers of enterprises are confronted with
negative attitudes towards them. They are sometimes challenged by trade unions. The image of
new private enterprise owners is not positive either. They are considered speculators and
accused of enriching themselves on the black market. As far as the public sector is
predominant, the emerging private sector is still in a disadvantaged position. This also gives
rise to tensions between employers and managers in state and private sector. Both images play
a negative role in the formation of new labour relations.
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Before world waz II, there were different organizational frameworks for craftsmen and factory
owners in Hungazy. Craftsmen joined local craftsmen's chambers. These chambers bazgained
with the craft unions over employment terms and conditions. Factory owners, employing more
than 20 workers, had the right to form voluntary employers' associations. The first national
association was formed in 1902 in response to the strengthening labour movement. In 1948 the
former organizations were transformed into transmission belt organizations with compulsory
membership but without bargaining rights. The employment was legally regulated and by
collective bazgaining at workplace level.
Since 1989 the former compulsory employers' organizations have renewed themselves. Two
new associations were formed, comprising new entrepreneurs.
In the National Reconciliation Council there are nine employers' federations, which, however,
are not aiming at regulating terms and conditions concerning their members. They do not
directly negotiate with the trade union confederations. Until now these associations functioned
as lobbying centres, offering financial and trade services for their members rather than being
regulating bodies.

The largest of the Associations is the National Association of Employers (MAOSZ). It was set
up in 1991 and its primazy objective is the representation of interest as employers of the
members of the Hungazian Chamber of Economy. This Chamber was the monopolistic
employers' organization for the industrial companies in the past. The MAOSZ has 30 affiliated
industrial level employers' associations and represents more then 4,000 companies. The
number of employeà people in these companies is over 2 million.
In the Czech Republic the Confederation of the Employers' and Entrepreneurs' Associations
represent employers in negotiations. There is also the Political Party of Entrepreneurs which
did not get more than 2~ of the votes in elections.
At present, more than one million private entrepreneurs are owners of a business licence. They
aze still rather small businesses, mostly in the sphere of trade and services (66~0), transport
(369~), while among industrial branches they are especially found in construction (469'0).
From the point of view of employment policy, their position is irreplaceable, because they
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employ a considerable part of the labour force that is gradually disengaged from nonprospective enterprises.

Employers' associations in Poland are an especially important element in the reconstruction of
labour relations, because they did not exist in this form in the pzst. The law on Employers'
Associations was adopted by Parliament in May 1991. It gives employers full freedom of
association in order to represent their interests, regardless of the form of ownership and the
size of an enterprise. Thus, a manager in a state owned enterprise is understood to be an
employer under the law. Membership in an association is not obligatory, and therefore they
have neither members nor much influence. Many other associations exist, including the
economic chambers, but they have different functions.

The Confederation of Polish

Employers, operating at national level, is an umbrella organization of the majority of local
associations. Its role is to represent employers in the Ministry of Labour and Social Policy,
among others in connection with legislative works. The Confederation is also present in the
ILO and other international agencies. On the other hand, little is known about participation of
the Confederation in negotiating terms of employment or resolving disputes. Perhaps the
possibility and necessity of concluding collective agreements in the future will promote the
employers' associations, so that they can constitute a real factor, a party in the labour
relations.

Trade unions

In the process of breaking with the communist past, part of the workers started non-communist
unions. Partly they were following the Polish Solidarity's example which used the form of a
trade union for purposes of political struggle against the communist regime since 1980. In the
different historical situation of the 1990s, the Polish experience could not be repeated,
however. No new non-communist trade union movement grew as large as Solidarity and this
union itself lost the majority of its members.

Democracy in labour relations also means pluralism in the trade union movement. The main
root of this pluralism goes back to political conflicts between the former communist unions
which reformed in fact in different degrees and their opponents, the new non-communist

7

unions. Relations between trade unions develop differently at national, branch or regional and
enterprise level. In national tripartite negotiations Bulgarian, Hungarian and Polish trade
unions of different origin feel difficult to cooperate. At enterprise level it happens more often
that different unions put forward their demands concerning wages, health and safety
conditions, etc. At branch level, former communist unions dominate, relying on their inherited
organizational structures. Regional bodies are the weakest of all.
Under socialism, there was only one trade union in Bulgaria, in which ca. 100R~ of the
workers was unionized. At the beginning of 1990 a new organization, the Confederation of
Independent Trade Unions in Bulgaria (CITLJB), was raised on the basis of the old one. It was
formed as a voluntary national association of independent and equal unions and federations.
The formation was paralleled by a dissolution of the Communist Party organizations at the
workplaces. The Confederation consists of 66 federations and unions formed on the basis of
branch and professional principles.

The other influential organization is Podkrepa, which was created as an informal, independent
and oppositional organization. In 1990, it became legitimate under the name Confederation of
Labour Podkrepa (CL Podkrepa). It unifies 22 federations and acquired strong positions in the
key branches mining, energy, and oil refining. Besides 32 regional structures were created in
large towns throughout the country. CL Podkrepa joined the opposition movements and
became part and parcel of the UDF till October 1991, when the latter won the elections. It was
also involved in political struggle, i.e. it was among the major supporters of UDF. The
Confederation played a decisive role in the victory of the UDF in 1990 and 1991. After the
elections of 1991, it withdrew from active political intervention. The Confederation also took a
militant strategy against the directors of the enterprises, the so-called economic nomenclature.

By the end of 1990 the Peoples Trade Union Edinstvo appeared and more than 20 other
autonomous unions were set up, not one of them affiliated to either of the large organizations.
The trade unions dedicate their activities to the protection of labour rights and social and
economic interests of their members. They protect jobs, incomes, conditions of work and
social security. Their strategies are directed towards social dialogue and collaboration in
tripartite bodies and collective bargaining. Both CITUB and CL Podkrepa draft their
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statements in bills and documents concerning labour, social security and living standard. In
1990, for example, CITUB took advantage of its rights to legislative initiative and submitted a
bill on collective dispute settlement in parliament.

The establishment of union pluralism is not free of tensions. Initially, the~ trade union
movement was very politicized. The two major confederations, CITUB and CL Podkrepa,
accused each other of political collaboration, respectively with the ex-Communists and the
Union of Democratic Forces (iJDF). The tensions culminated when a confiscation law on the
property of the totalitarian organizations was enacted when the UDF was in power. The law
affected CITUB, which had already handed in voluntarily most of its property acquired under
socialism. It was CL Podkrepa which contributed to this law. However, there were tensions
within the Confederation as well. They resulted in a splitting up and the emergence of the
National Trade Union Podkrepa. As the country's economic difficulties piled up, the unions
gradually began to withdraw from politics, starting a dialogue between themselves and with
the government.

The power position of the trade union movement is for a large part based on membership of
the unions. Compared to November 1991, unionization is decreasing, although the overall
level of unionization is still high (ca. ó5qo of the labour force). For CITUB, the membership
figure fell from 2,5 to 1,7 million in January 1992. For CL Podkrepa it was expressed in a
decline from 700,000 to 500,000 in September 1992. The decreasing level of unionization,
taking place under conditions of dramatic decreases of the standard of living and high
unemployment, could be explained as a'pendulum reaction' against the forced unionization
under socialism and present-day mistrust in the trade unions. As far as the strength of the
unions depends on the 'collective consciousness' it is worth mentioning the existence of
attitudinal

barriers

heritaged

from

socialism,

which

undermined

its

formation.

The

collectivism was a forced one, it was not a deeply rooted feeling that unions served workers'
interests. Under these conditions workers turned to tactics of individualistic-atomistic
adaptation. The workable ways to improve one's job opportunities were the establishment of
networks and nepotism. The 'personal dependency' on the workplace will further undermine
the strength of the trade unions.
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In the wake of the Hungarian system change there were substantial changes in the trade union
movement. A free 'independent from the past', grassroots trade unionism emerged and two
important confederations have been formed, the Democratic League of Independent Trade
Unions (LIGA) in 1988 and one year later the Federation of Workers' Councils tMOSZ). At
the same time a fragmentation of the former party-controlled monopolistic trade union
organization, the National Council of Trade Unions (SZOT) started. In 1990, the SZOT split
into four confederations and its nineteen industrial branch unions into a big number of trade
unions. The end of the compulsory membership accompanied by the organizational dissolution
and transformation of the former union structure resulted in a substantial fall in membership.
Since 1988 the number of trade union members halved and new unions were unable to attract
the majority of those quitting the former communist unions.

In 1989-1990, the new confederations played an active political role and had substantial
political influence. However, the membership of the new confederations remained relatively
low in spite of their rapid growth. The old unions were pushed into the background and were
afliicted by a severe legitimizing crisis owing to the burden of their communist past, but the
old unions' presence in the workplace has largely persisted and slowly stabilized. In 1990, a
sharp conflict emerged among the old and new trade union confederations about distributing
former trade unions' assets, which ended in autumn 1992 by an agreement.

The result of the changes in the structure of the trade union movement was fragmentation. The
heir confederations of the old union have inherited the industrial union structure, while newly
established confederations are building up their structure on the basis of their own experience.
There are seven confederations of which the most important are: the National Confederation of
Hungarian Trade Unions (MSZOSZ) with ca. 1 million members, the Cooperation Forum of
Trade Unions (SZEF), with ca. 250,000 members and the Democratic League of Independent
Trade Unions (I.IGA) with ca. 120,000 members.

The influence of the trade unions at workplace level was substantially decreased by the new
Labour Code of 1992 in favour of works councils. At the moment the union federations' effort
is to safeguard or raise the minimal labour standards at national level.
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Some cases show that new private entrepreneurs may not tolerate a trade union within the gate.
Either they prefer to decide on work conditions unilaterally and hire workers who are ready to
tolerate such behaviour, or they continue the tradition of paternalistic informal agreements
with their workers. It is also true that workers having a job and getting somehow higher wages
than before the privatization are not eager to take the risk of founding militant unions. After
forty years of faked union democracy and with more than lOqo unemployment outside the
firm's gate, it is not difficult to convince workers not to organize.

The trade union situation in the Czech Republic is rather complicated. Most of them are
represented by the Czech Moravian Chamber of Trade Unions, but there are also smaller
unions. The dates about the memberships are not very reliable at the moment. The figures of
research show that about 60~0 of the economically active population is organized. The
tendency towards (further) decline is visible. Usually inertia or tradition are effective in some
cases. In general, the results of research suggest a certain declination of trade unions' prestige
and a distrust of workers towards them. The causes should be found in the methods of their
functioning where the practice of the communist trade union still continues to a large extent
and in the apparent power aspirations of some union leaders. Differentiation of the trade union
movement follows economic division criteria, rather than political ones.

From time to time, attempts to politicize trade union activities occur. On the other hand, the
radical wing does not prevail in the trade union leadership. Even though, a certain tension can
be observed between the trade unions and the government. There is suspicion that the
government is about to restrict the activities of trade unions significantly. It is true that their
action space is already quite limited by the fact that in the elections the government parties
have gained legitimacy for introducing radical economic reforms, the inevitable features of
which are unemployment and a(temporary) decrease of the standard of living. Pressure
actions, practised sometimes by some trade unions are therefore not supported by a majority of
employees who understand them rather as an attempt of left oriented forces to interfere with
the economic reforms.
The law on the trade unions adopted by Polish Parliament in May 1991, places a special
emphasis on trade union freedom. It sanctions the operation of many unions, without
stipulating whether and in what way they should cooperate with one another. In accordance
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with the law, the main function of trade unions is the protection of employees' rights, their
working conditions and wages.
Numerous trade unions and their branch federations operate in Poland. The most important at
national level is Solidaznosc, re-legalized in 1989, which covers ca. 2 million peàple. There is
also the National Consensus of Trade Unions which was set up in 1982 as the only 'official'
trade union at that time and which has a larger membership than Solidarnosc. Another
important confederation is Solidaznosc 80, of which the membership is not cleaz, but which is
known for its revindicative actions.

Generally there is a declining membership in trade unions. According to different estimates ca.
SO~o of all employees is organized. In large state owned enterprises there are several
competing unions, but usually there is no organization of employees in small enterprises.

Voices against the activity of unions in an enterprise aze sometimes even heard. Their function
of protecting employees' individual interests might be preserved, but outside the enterprise.
At the same time, both trade union federations, the Polish Consensus of Trade Unions and
Solidarnosc, aze becoming more and more similaz in their claims and confrontational
activities. Voices concerning the fall of Solidarnosc's myth, and its difficulties with selfidentification of this trade union aze heazd. This became clear during the congress of
Solidaznosc in June 1992.

The powerful impact of trade unions on political and economic transformation seems to belong
to the past, and the Polish situation slowly begins to resemble the situation in other countries of
Central Europe. Consequently, doubts aze aroused by the representation of social partners at
different levels of their activities. This also affects the effectiveness and influence of both
partners in labour relations.
The power of the trade unions depends on their historically shaped position and present
intensity of claims. Trade unions do not like to cooperate mainly because of ideological
barriers. However, at the level of enterprises, trade unions often do cooperate. In small and
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medium sizecl enterprises which are operating on the verge of the informal economy, there is a
shortage of trade union representation and workers' self-management bodies.

Labour legislation

In January 1993 a new Bulgarian Labour Code was passed which provides a new legal base for
labour relations to develop. A few important principles from this code should be mentioned.
First, the role of the state in labour relations was diminished and regulation and control over
the implementation and abiding of labour laws has become possible. Next,

tripartite

cooperation was legalized and third collective bargaining is going to function as the basic
mechanism of labour relations. This means that arrangements for employment, insurance,
living standard, etc. are to be made in consultation with representative organizations of
employers and employees and afterwards effected by the government.

Decree no.7 from the code regulates the principles, sequence and conditions of the admission
of trade unions and employers' associations as representatives at national level by the Council
of Ministers. It requires for example that employers' associations have at least developed two
branch structures with 50 or more enterprises in each. Trade unions should have more than 50
unions in corresponding branches.

In Hungary in 1989 and 1990, several legal acts have been passed in view of installing a
pluralistic liberal model of labour relations. Parliament passed the Law on the Freedom of
Association, an Amendment on the Labour Code establishing a procedure for collective
dispute and ruling out any discrimination on the ground of union membership, and the Law on
Strike. An interpretation of the Ministry of Labour secured that in the case of multi-unionism
every union could claim the same rights.

In 1991 the legislation interfered into the debates between trade unions in view of supporting
the restructuring of trade unionism by legislative means. A law concerning equal opportunities
among trade unions was intended to put an end to the trade union debate by legislating that a
trade union election would serve as a basis of redistributing the assets of the former trade
unions. The law on the basis of representativity draws a distinction between trade unions. Only
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representative unions are entitled to conclude a collective agreement and to exercise any of the
unions rights recognized by the Labour Code. The legal regulation concerning trade union
rights of the new Labour Code of 1992, would secure the old unions' monopoly in the
workplace.
The main law, the Labour Code, regulates the labour relations for a considerable part. It
replaced the old Code of 1968. The rights of the employees primarily depend on the code and
are determined by their employment contracts. The Code regulates the participation rights of
the works councils, its electoral rules as well as the trade unions' rights and stipulations
concerning collective bargaining.
The Czech Labour Code, amended in 1991, currently meets international standards. It
preserves many significant defensive arrangements for workers. The basis post revolutionary
trend was directed towards strengthening the work moral at the moment when enterprises were
able to get rid of redundant, especially inef6cient workers. The expected new amendment will
probably be directed to further restriction of the employees'

and employers'

rights.

Presumably, the possibility of the workers' transfer to a different kind of work will be
decreased. And the relation towards people with apprenticeships contracts will be simplified.
Also, changes are expected in regulations arranging additional function contracts, which used
to be quite a number. The coming amendment preserves some roles for the trade unions, and
the protection of their officials is secured. The status of the unions is adjusted by law in 1990.
It anticipates the privilege to associate and a plurality of the trade unions' movement. Besides,
it sets the rules of procedure in case several unions are represented in one enterprise. In fact,
however, the unions can only discuss the dismissal of workers.

Labour relations in Poland are formed, above all, by law. It undergoes changes, aimed at
adjusting the system of labour to market economic conditions and social democratic and
political organization. Many amendments have been introduced to the Labour Code of 1974,
which is still in force.

One of the first legal acts passed, was the Act on Employment. It was associated with the
belief that transformation of the political system would result in employment rationalization,
i.e. dismissing the excess labour force. The Act on Unemployment, together with numerous
14

amendments, provides the unemployed with benefits for 6 months (in some cases 12 months)
at a level which sometimes discourages people to accept low paid jobs. The act also provides
various forms of active employment policy, mainly training and credits.

Another important act regulating the labour relations, is the Act on Resolving Collective
Disputes from May 1991. This act legalizes strikes and introduces mediation procedures. It
gives trade unions the right to enter into a dispute and organize a strike. It forbids strikes with
political purposes and tends to limit this form of workers' protest. In May 1991 the Act on
Trade Unions also passed. Its basic feature is the freedom of association and accepts the unions
as the representatives of the workers' interests. Trade unions have the right to negotiate
collective agreements at all levels of management. The act gives much authority as regards the
scope and consultations concerning working conditions, among which wages. It does not
provide compulsory ways of cooperation between the unions.

To balance the position of trade unions, the Act on Employers' Associations passed in May
1991 as well. This act defines the freedom of association for employers and imposes the duty
of negotiating working conditions and wages with the trade unions. Stressing first of all the
freedom to associate, the act does not precise compulsory tasks of the associations.

The function of both acts, trade unions and employers' associations, is primarily to regulate
the labour relations between employers and employees, and hence also setting the role of the
state in this matter. Despite the present experience, the state stops being the major employer,
and it is increasingly becoming the third party, which functions consist of inediation and
securing the rights that regulate the labour relations. One can observe, however, that the state
still continues to be an employer for over 40~ of the employees.

The majority of strikes, protests and claims are directed also against the government, as they
are combined with demands to change the economic policy. At the same time, there is a
common belief that the trade unions' freedom and right to call a strike are valid only in the
public sector, where the trade unions do not occur and the employers do not tend to associate
(unless for economic purposes). The employers' associations have been so far the weakest link
in the labour relations.
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The Pact on the State Enterprise, concluded in February 1993, is of significance to the
formation of labour relations as it provides the establishment of the National Negotiations
Committee, which would be composed of representatives of the government, employers and
trade unions. The Committee would determine for each term, the rate of wage increase free of
additional taxes, and negotiate such issues as wage policy and instruments of its application,
employment policy, social benefit policy and the structure and realization of consumption
against investments.

It means a form of neo-corporatism and partial weakening of the dominant position of the
government in regulating labour relations.

Tripartism
The first step towards tripartism in Bulgaria was taken in 1990 when a National Commission
for Conciliation of the Interests of the State, Trade Unions and the Employers was established.
It was also responsible for the implementation of tripartism at lower levels. The Commission
covered the whole field of labour, social and economic issues and prepared draft legislation.
By the end of September 1991, tripartite commissions were established in 11 ministries and in
more than 50 of the 273 districts in the country. The process was interrupted by the UDF
government which came into power in October 1991 and abolished the Commission. Decree
no. 51 of the new 1993 Labour Code contains the rules for the renewal of a national system of
tripartite cooperation. It regulates the development of the tripartite cooperations at three levels,
national, branch or regional and enterprise level.

The National Council for Tripartite Cooperation is a new body for consultation and
cooperation dealing with labour issues as well as social security and living standard. The
participants are representatives of the government, trade union federations and employer'
federations which are admitted by the Council of Ministers. The government is represented by
the deputy Prime Minister and two members of the Council of Ministers or heads of the central
administrative bodies involved. Decisions are taken on the basis of consensus. In this
framework of tripartism an agreement for social peace was signed by the government, the
National Association of Economic Directors, and the trade union federations CITUB and CL
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Podkrepa. It provided substantial advantages such as a fixed ratio for minimum wage and
social minimum, a mechanism for indexation and social security benefits.

In branch or regional tripartite councils, the participants are mïnïstries or regional authorities,
trade unions (federations) or regional bodies and employers' associations.

~

At enterprise level the representation takes the form of joint consultations. The main
shortcoming of the new labour regulation is the limited room for employees' participation in
decisionmaking at that level.

The last Hungarian communist government has made efforts to introduce tripartism from the
top down and the first National Reconciliation Council was established in 1988. It is a tripartite
negotiating council of the government, employers' associations and trade unions. It was
reshaped in 1990 and it became a statutory body under the Labour Code of 1992. The Council
negotiates over all

important

issues concerning

industrial relations,

employment

and

unemployment policies as well as on the use of the Employment Policy Fund. It also has the
right to set the minimum wage level. Trade unions are urging to conclude a national social
agreement on sharing the burdens of the transition in this tripartite framework, but these
efforts failed because of the government's reluctance. The government seems to aim at limiting
the responsibility of the council to information and consultation rather than negotiation and
decisionmaking.

The National Council has two important subcommittees: the Labour Market Committee and
the National Training Committee.

The Labour Market Committee is deciding on all major issues concerning employment and
unemployment policies as well as on the use of the Employment Policy Fund.
Similar tripartite Labour Councils have been formed at regional level and in Budapest where
beside trade unions and employers the third partner are the county's self governments.
At regionallcounty level tripartite Labour Councils and Labour Centres are independent in
decisionmaking concerning their activities and the spending of their budgets. 60~ of the
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Employment Fund is distributed on the basis of the unemployment rate and other indicators
according to principles elaborated by the tripartite National Labour Market Commission, 40R'o
is used to finance projects proposed by the counties. The regional centres prepare programmes
such as job creation, part-time employment, and public utílity works. On national and regional
level the other tripartite institution, the Training Committee with irs training councils, has the
responsibility to elaborate policies and programmes for labour market training and retraining.
Until now three regional training centres have been established. These centres offer short and
long courses for the unemployed.
There are also social, pension and health insurance self governing tripartite institutions. Beside
delegates of the government and the employers' associations, the employees have elected for
the first time union representatives for these institutions in 1993.
In the Czech Republic tripartite institutions were introduced in 1991. The Council of
Economic and Social Agreement is functioning on federal level. It consists of representatives
of the government, employers and trade unions, 7 members for each party. The main aim is to
reach a general agreement for several years. It shows that the government somewhat
diminishes its influence in this area, which is shown in sharing the authority with employers
and trade unions. In the spring of 1992, the structure of the Council was established for the
next five years. The president is the Deputy Minister of the Czech government and at the same
time Minister of Finance. Vice presidents are the president of the Confederation of Employers'
and Entrepreneurs' Associations and the vice chairman of the Czech Moravian Chamber of
Trade Unions.

A part of the general agreement, concluded for 1993, is the article in respect of conventions of
the ILO. It contains issues such as active employment policy concerning requalification,
business development, employment of school graduates and disabled, as well as wage and
social policy. The ILO conventions on work inspection, social policy, public services and
collective bargaining draw a main interest. Steps towards articles in the European Social
Charter are also being made.
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Tripartite institutions do not function on lower levels, i.e. regional and enterprise level. On
company level, the so-called higher collective agreements play an important role. These aze
concluded and certified on sector level between employers and trade unions.

Collective bargaininglagreements

After 1989, the change of the collective bazgaining model was not placed in the scope of the
transformation activities. The administrative model is still dominating, although a process of
increasing the role of collective bargaining has been initiated. The weakness of collective
bargaining so faz is firstly caused by the underdevelopment of employers' associations. In the
private sector the employers aze not very interested either in the function of trade unions or in
negotiations. The newly emerged associations mainly group state owned companies. Although
private employers associate in various associations, it is not to negotiate with employees.
Secondly, there is an extensive state interference with labour relations through which it
becomes a direct partner to the trade unions rather than to employers' associations. There aze
also other common features. Hazd economic situations and strong centralized trade unions
make that particular countries introduced neo-corporatism and tripartism, at least at national
level. In these countries national tripartite bodies consult on the state's social and economic
policies, coordinate collective bargaining and sometimes conclude collective agreements
(Bulgaria) and annual general agreements (Czech Republic). In other countries, a social pact
may emerge after consultations being the basis for relevant legislation.

Generally, the parties in the agreements are trade unions and employers. The government can
also operate on employers' side.

Pluralism in the trade union movement, also present at company level, brought the problem of
representativeness of the unions in negotiations with employers. Particular states have formally
regulated this matter. Usually, it is solved in such a way that a party in the negotiations
commonly represents different unions. If there is no such representation, than the union which
concentrates over 503'0 of the employees or the one elected by over SO~o of the employees
becomes the representative.
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According to law, collective bargaining can take place at sector and company level and in
Bulgazia also on national level.
At enterprise level, a single collective agreement can be concluded. This means that the results
of negotiations in the smaller bargaining units have to be included in the single collective
agreement afterwazds. The company collective agreement generally covers all employees,
except in Czechia and Bulgaria. On sector level it covers all companies represented by the
parties in the agreement. The range of an agreement can be extended by the government on a
motion from one of the parties involved. An sepazate interested company can also enter the
agreement.
Collective agreements can be concluded for an appointed or indefinite period depending on the
parties. Tight regulation of effectiveness of agreements only occurs in Czechia with the
general agreements.
The range of subjects is specifically regulated by the government such as conditions of work,
mutual obligations of the parties in the agreement, and procedures in case of misinterpretations
and disputes over the agreement.
In some countries (Poland) collective bazgaining is also allowed in the public sector. The
parties here aze trade unions and the minister supervising the sector involved with permission
from the minister of labour.

Traditionally the state plays a lazge role in collective bargaining. It regulates the procedural
matters and substantive subjects. It also interferes with the negotiation results like fixing the
rate of wage increase, minimum wage, wages of directors of state owned enterprises,
minimum level and structure of social benefits, wages and working conditions in the public
sector. The states imposed the obligation for employers to inform trade unions about matters
included in collective bargaining. At the same time they support the development of social
dialogue by educating mediation and conciliation specialists. In the case of collective disputes
caused by collective bargaining, the state appoints a mediator acceptable for both parties.
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On the one hand, a move towards neo-corporatism has been made and on the other
governments aze interested in the development of company collective bazgaining. At the same
time governments are willing to use tripartite consultations to win the support from the social
partners to solve difficult problems, especially those concerning moderation of incomes.
The functioning of the trade unions is based on conflict rather than on agreement with the
employers. They aze less involved in policy and more willing to adjust their demands to the
firms' potential. They also lack the skill to negotiate and a proper infrastructure for supporting
collective bargaining. The aversion of employers, especially in the private sector, of
associating, the presence of trade unions in their enterprises and of collective bazgaining make
them weak as negotiating partners.

The feaz of a polarized model of collective bargaining encourages governments to choose the
decentralized model of negotiations. It is also advocated by the large inclination of the trade
unions to cooperate on company level and the pre-war tradition of company collective
bargaining.

Both trade unions and employers' associations aze divided at each level by issues irrelevant to
their economic interests. Non-economic (political, organizational) values and interests having
an impact on the organized labour mazket behaviour of employers and workers alike, too often
make employers' associations and trade unions inefficient in their action.
Employers aze individually strong but their associations aze weak. Trade unions are weak but
individual workers aze even weaker.

Governments are not strong either. Under these

conditions employers and trade unions often unite their efforts in national level tripartite
negotiations opposite the government.

The law, changing the Bulgarian Labour Code in January 1993 settles the system of collective
bargaining. The parties and the rules are clearly defined. The bargaining is based on three kind
of rules laid down in the Labour Code, International conventions on issues involved and on
clauses in the collective agreements. A new tripartite system of cooperation abolished the state
monopoly as regazds the management of labour relations. The negotiations and tripartite
consultations take place at different levels. A network of tripartite bodies at national, sectoral
and regional levels has been created for this purpose. Collective bargaining can be created for
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each separate branch. There is no administrative pressure. National bargaining is supposed to
have an imperative role for some issues such as minimum wage, for example.
Collective agreements are signed between employers and trade union federations and usually
last one yeaz. The conclusion of agreements with each separate trade union is ~also allowed
which means that several agreements in one company may exist. Non union members can
apply to be represented by a trade union as far as the clauses of the agreement are concerned.
Employers can be represented by an appointed person or a group. They are obliged to provide
all the necessary information as regards the economic results of the company for the trade
unions in order to prepare their position in the bargaining. All agreements signed at a higher
level should also be presented as necessary information.
There are some problems regarding the formation of the collective bargaining system. The
first concerns the dominance of state property in the economy of still more than 90~0. The
state as owner cannot balance the interests of workers and employers. The government,
engaged in meeting the total balance of its budget and despite its political orientation, finds
itself often in a conflictual situation with the trade unions.
In Hungary collective bargaining is rather complicated with nine employers' associations and
seven trade union confederations at the table. A characteristic of the labour relations is the lack
of bipartite negotiations with collective employers on national, regional or branch level. The
employers' associations are loose organizations, their leaders are in fact not supported in
negotiations by their members. Trade unions can bargain at any level, but they don't have
enough bargaining power to force the employers' associations to take up regulating functions
on behalf of their members in order to fulfil agreements. Because of inembership loss, longterm recession and restructuring the bargaining power of the unions weakened substantially.

The main characteristic of the labour relations system, therefore, is that collective bargaining
takes place at company level, although there are some indications of a trend towards collective
employer bargaining. So far, the trade unions and the respective employers' associations have
only concluded 15 collective employer level agreements during the whole transition period. At
national level the social regulation of the labour relations between employers and workers by
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employers' associations mainly takes place through the negotiations in the National Reconciliation Council.

A collective agreement in Hungary may regulate the terms and conditions of employment, the
rights and obligations arising from employment, the mode of exercising and fulfilling these,
the order or procedure related thereto, and the relations between the parties concluding the
agreement. An agreement may be concluded, on the one hand, by the employer, employers'
association or several employers, and on the other hand, by the trade union or several trade
unions. Nevertheless, one collective agreement will be concluded for one enterprise.
A trade union is entitled to conclude an agreement if its candidates get more than half of the
votes cast at the works council election. If there are more than one union in the enterprise, the
agreement will be concluded by all the unions together. The condition for this is that the
unions get more than half of the votes at the works councils as well. If it is not possible for the
unions to conclude an agreement, then the representative unions will conclude the agreement
together. And again the condition for this is to have the votes at works council elections. If the
representatives cannot conclude an agreement, it may be concluded by the union whose
candidates have more than 65 qo of the votes at the same election. And when the unions have
not acquired more than half of the votes, a concluded agreement has to be voted by the
employees and is valid when over half of the employees have cast their votes in favour of it.

In the Czech Republic, where the trade union movement has been reformed and kept united in
the transition, tripartite negotiations are less complicated than in Hungary.

A collective agreement holds for all employees which are represented by trade unions. When
more unions are represented in one enterprise and no agreement is reached among them, the
opinion of the largest union holds. The law also presumes several steps in solving conflicts
relating to the preparation of collective agreements. If an agreement is not reached within the
enterprise, a discussion takes place before a mediator or arbiter, whose decision holds for both
sides. Within the collective discussion, some advantages for the employees can be reached.
Beside the wages, which are subject to the rules of the state wage regulation except for private
enterprises, this concerns social advantages such as recreation facilities, possibilities for
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additional vacations, shortening of working time, etc. However, the present situation in those
enterprises is quite tense and opportunities for these advantages are rather small.
Bargaining in Poland should take place between trade unions and employers' associations. At
the same time the act on Collective Agreement introduces some restrictions in freedom of
making coalitions. The large trade union federations, Solidarity and the former communist
OPZZ, however, do not keep contact at national level and Solidarity does not accept OPZZ as
a negotiating partner.
A Collective agreement can determine benefits at a level higher than that assumed in the
Labour Code. It determines the representativeness principle of trade unions authorized to enter
into negotiations. The previous industry agreements model based on the Labour Code of 1974
is still in force, but amendments are made be it without a clear concept. 1'he amendment to
part 4 of the Labour Code on collective agreements, tends to change the domination of the
Code regulations in favour of the collective regulations. The tradition of company agreements
is continued by the common company pay systems and enterprise collective agreements. Since
1984, the Act on Company Wage Systems has been in force. Decentralizing the task of wage
determination down to company level, collective agreements may concern various levels of
organization.
The norms of the Labour Code have the character of minimum standards (protection and
guarantee). The Code will provide for concluding collective agreements at three levels, to
specify the contents of employment relationships and mutual obligations of the parties. The
pact also aims at broadening the scope of negotiations and particularly concerns social
benefits. The introduction of the new law on collective agreements, allows flexible forms of
negotiations regulating the working conditions and wages, and concluding the agreements at
the level of companies, branches and the national level. Between 1989-1992, however, only 16
industry agreements were concluded (shipping,mining, power and steel industry).
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Worker participation

A last feature to deal with here and in which labour relations aze prominently present is worker
participation. At enterprise level, this participation in Poland is not only ensured by trade
unions but also by work councils. In 1956, these were introduced and despite all later
restrictions, the workers' participation in management was an important element in the labour
system. Particulazly in the 1980s when the law on workers' selfmanagement in state owned
enterprises was passed (September 1981). This law allowed the work councils extensive
control, consultative rights and participation in the election of a managing director. In the
period between 1982 and 1989, many self management bodies did not function well because of
formal and organizational constraints and utopian elements in its concept. Nevertheless, both
workers and management could experience this participation form. The work councils more or
less functioned as the workers' own trade union and at the same time oppose the central
management type.

The new act on selfmanagement in state owned enterprises of September 1991 allows broad
participation of work council and workers' assemblies in managing the enterprises. Above all,
this concerns the decisions on the assets of the company and the appointment of the director.
The selfmanagement body decides on the changes in ownership. According to the act on
privatization, the governing board, supervising joint stock companies, is composed of three (or
ll3 of the members) representatives elected by the workers. This form of participation is
compulsory in the so-called worker partnerships as well. Under new regulations, i.e. the pact
on enterprises, workers' shares in the company assets is growing, as well as their share in
taking decisions concerning the development, transformation and reforms. The workers' shaze
holding is becoming the most supported form of ownership transformation.

Because of the confrontation of the workers selfmanagement practice with restructuring of
enterprises, it and despite the new acts, it has become an object of criticism. It is supposed to
oppose restructuring propositions and block decisions of directors. In the whole privatization
process, selfmanagement seems to end and workers' representation in supervisory boards
seems only symbolic. It seems that participation in the governing bodies does not live up to its
expectations. A search for new forms of worker representation in enterprise decisionmaking is
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not very intensive. Workers continue to show confidence in selfmanagement and this is often
greater than that shown in trade unions.
In Bulgaria, the representation of trade unions takes the form of joint consultations. The main
shortcoming of the new labour regulation is the limited scope fcr workers to participate in
decisionmaking at this level.

In 1968, work councils were formed in CzechoSlovakia. Attempts to revive them after 1989
remained almost without response. The former tradition of production meetings

was

abandoned and enterprises often form ad hoc committees to deal with concrete problems. The
voucher privatization enables some employees to become shareholders in their own enterprise
and to participate in its leadership. The participation of workers takes place in the enterprise
supervisory board in which mainly trade unionists but also other worker representatives have
seats.

In Hungary, the Labour Code of 1992 initiated the institution of work council at the
workplace. Participation rights for the employees are exercised by the work councils or
worker representatives. A council is elected at every enterprise or independent site with more
than 50 employees. A workers representative is elected in the case of less than 50, but more
than 15 employees. The work council and representatives are elected for three years. If several
work councils or representatives operate in one enterprise, a central council is also formed.
The work council has the right to make joint decisions with the management regarding the
utilization of the welfare budget, agreed in the collective agreement, the work safety
regulations. The employer has to ask for the work council's opinion prior to decisionmaking in
matters of restructuring, reorganizing production, privatization and other organizational
matters. Also on the system of personnel records and information, training and restarting
schemes, unilateral regulation of terms and conditions of employment. Besides, the employer
has to inform the work council at least every six months about changes in wages, liquidity
related to payment, future employment outlooks, terms and conditions of working hours.
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Western European labour relations

Since 1989, Central and Eastern European countries are coursing towards Western Europe,
not only in politics but also in the nature of their economic systems. Though it seems likely
that their labour relations will adapt to those in Western Europe, the outcome of the
democratization process and the development towards a(social) market economy could well be
completely new types of relations. The likelihood of any outcome is determined not only by
strategic choices but also by economic, political and social forces that could lead in unexpected
directions. When looking for the direction the Central and Eastern European countries are
heading, it is necessary to overlook the labour relations in Western Europe first.

Most comparative literature on labour relations, highlight national differences between the
Western European countries. This attention for national differences reflects the difficulties one
encounters in any effort to list common traits of Western European labour relations. Such a list
would be short, and very general, indeed. It would probably include:

collective bargaining at sector level between trade unions and employer organizations.
worker participation in enterprise decision making about social affairs.
state involvement in labour relations, as a rule-maker, a negotiating partner, a target of
political labour conflict, or as a mediator or arbitrator in labour conflicts.
due to these characteristics, European labour relations constitute a three-party and a
three-level affair. Employers and their organizations, trade unions, and the state are
the parties involved. The enterprise (and the workplace), the industrial branch or
sector, and the economy as a whole form the three levels of contact.

The characteristics do not mean that Western European labour relations are uniform. On the
contrary, within this general framework there are as many variations as there are nations.
Differences in collective bargaining relate to the degree of formalization, the subjects covered
by agreements, and the restrictions sector bargaining imposes upon enterprise level militancy.
Worker participation ranges from legal rights for the union representation in the enterprise or
for works councils, to informal worker militancy without legal backing. Both forms may cover
just a few subjects or a wide range of social as well as economic concerns. State involvement
can take a number of forms, from a position as a partner in 'tripartite' consultation or
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bargaining to direct state intervention in bazgaining or conflict. As a consequence, the relations
between the three parties differ widely, and the same holds for the importance of any of the
three levels. In some cases sector bargaining is heavily coordinated at the central or national
level and is continued at the enterprise level. More often, the three levels function rather
autonomously, and different topics are discussed at each level, for instance social security at
the central level, wages and work time in sector level contacts, and specific work hours and
work organization within the enterprise. In spite of the many variations, the characteristics aze
truly European. None of the industrialized countries outside Europe shazes this particulaz
combination of three parties and three levels.
Because of the many national vaziations, the characteristics listed above have only limited
value. A more promising approach to overstep the national limits would be to cluster countries
in a few groups, each of which shazes more than these four features. In contrast to most ad-hoc
or one-feature clustering, such groups or models should be constructed on the base of a
number of common chazacteristics which have been consistent and interrelated over time. Such
a history-based classification could lead to a distinction between three models, each of them
having its own combination of three parties and three levels of decision making. Even for these
models, the level of generalization and abstraction is very high, and the danger of
oversimplification looming large.
Grossly oversimplified, the British model has retained the original craft unions dating from the
nineteenth century,

followed

by

craft-bargaining

between the

unions and

employers'

organizations. Craft bazgaining concerned procedures of conflict resolution for (informal)
workplace employer-union contacts rather than substantive labour conditions. The unions did
not meet with much repression and consequently they did not feel any need to become involved
in politics, or to organize unskilled workers for political activities. The foundation of the
Labour Party and consecutive Labour-union relations were in part a union strategy to keep the
state out of labour relations, not an attempt to use politics as an alternative to industrial action.
Until recently, labour relations have been rather autonomous from the state. State intervention
has been less marked than in the other models, and the central level has been less developed as
a forum of contacts. With minor variations the model applies also to Ireland.
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The Northern European continental model developed at the end of the nineteenth century in
Germany, Scandinavia, the Low Countries, and the industrializing parts of the Austrian
Empire, like Czechoslovakia. Existing craft unions and newly organized industrial unions
became the 'industrial wing' of the labour movement, beside the' political wing', which
consisted of the socialist political party. Both the party and the unions paid particulaz attention
to the organization of skilled as well as unskilled workers. The unions' organizational efforts
and their membership discipline allowed the rise of collective bazgaining with employer
organizations, the start of Tazifpartnerschaft. Substantive collective bargaining at the sector
level put checks upon worker militancy within the enterprise. Since political action interfered
with the trend towazds collective contracts, a neat distinction was made between political
action, a party task, and economic or industrial action, in which the unions were involved. The
state was a target in political action only, and as a consequence, it could increasingly adopt a
'neutral' position towards industrial action. This neutrality does not preclude state bias in
favour of one of the parties. More important is that the bias is not of a structural nature and
that state neutrality is relatively uncontested.

In the Southern European model

both parliamentary politics and

sector level

union

organization had less favourable prospects, which prevented a close relationship between
unions and political parties. The unions became political actors by themselves, bypassing
parliament. This combination of industrial action and political action by the unions turned the
state into a target in any union action. State neutrality was out of the question; both unions and
employers regarded the state as a partizan force. In the countries in which this model
developed, France, Mediterranean Europe and to some extent also Central and Eastern Europe
(before World War II), collective bargaining traditionally has been limited to a few industrial
branches.

Conflict rather than bargaining has been the core of this model. Formal

organization, like that in the Northern European model, was either rejected, or very difficult to
attain (or rejected because it was difficult to attain), leaving ample room for enterprise level
worker militancy and action directe.

The three models have developed along different lines in the twentieth century. The British
model changed least until the 1980s, since it was less affected by the world wars. In the
Northern European model central level consultation and bargaining was added as a major
characteristic in the course of the 1930s or at the end of World War II. Neo-corporatist
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consultation was gradually extended to a number of policy fields, including housing, health,
and environmental policy. Central level bargaining started with formal procedures, laid down
in 'basic agreements' but was increasingly used to coordinate sector bargaining. Formal
institutions of worker participation in the enterprise have also gained momentum after 1945.
They are an expression of the pacification of the enterprise: ConP,ict, if any, is fought out at
the sector level. More than the British or Northern European models, the Southern European
model has been affected by the rise of a distinct Soviet model of labour relations in the 1920s
and its enforcement in Central and Eastern Europe after the war. The domination of the union
movement by the communist parties has been a conspicuous development in the Southern
European model. It strengthened the intimate links -if not the identity- of political and
industrial conflict. Worker participation in the enterprise has been highly contentious, since it
was less curtailed by sector agreements than in the Northern European model.
Within each of the Western European models there are as many variations as there are nations,
indeed. One need only look at the differences between Great Britain and Ireland in central
level bargaining, between France and Spain on the one hand and Italy on the other in central
level as well as enterprise bargaining, and at the differences between Scandinavia and the Low
Countries in worker participation (even leaving aside variations within Scandinavia and the
Low Countries). A most important 'deviation' has been the lack of central level 'tripartism' in
Germany. This German deviation from the general thrust within the Northern European model
was due to the premium put upon free bargaining and state absence, after fascism and in face
of communism.
The continuing predominance of craft unions in the British model, and its a-political nature
(even after Thatcherism), make this model a- marvellous - piece of industrial archaeology, but
also minimize its relevance for continental countries, in which the state is an important actor in
labour relations. Hence, we will leave out this model and concentrate on the two continental
types.

In the 1980s the models of labvur relations have seen profound change, due to a changing
context of economic, social and political conditions. The importance of each of these
conditions varied between the models, and the direction of change differed accordingly.
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In the Northern European model a number of factors contributed to a partial decentralization
of collective bargaining. Although sector level bargaining still constitutes the core of this
model, enterprise bargaining is on the rise and will develop to considerable importance. The
main background to this development has been the wave of democratization, which started
after the French May-revolt of 1968 and continued during the 1970s and 1980s, in spite of
deteriorating economic conditions. 1fie growing popularity of worker participation schemes
was due in part to fast changes in technology, the internationalization of production, and their
combined effects on rationalization and employment. The introduction of new technology has
also been a stimulant by itself, since it prompted a union response at the enterprise rather than
the sector level. In addition to democratization and technology, a third factor has been the
transition from production to office labour and the rise of clerical workers. More interested in
company-provided career patterns and fringe benefits than in collective bargaining, clerical
workers have encouraged or at least allowed the Americanization of labour relations. The
process implied a substitution of union bargaining by workforce consultation. Fourth, the
introduction of flexi-time called for enterprise-fit provisions and regulations instead of sector
rules. Fifth, the growth of female labour encourages a transition to company level contacts, if
only because women are less organized, more interested in specific company-provided
facilities, and often employed in part-tíme functions, which is just another form of flexibility.

In addition to this 'centrifugal' shift from sector to enterprise, due to changes in social and
economic conditions, political changes have been agents of change as well. The oil crises of
the 1970s and the recession that followed, called forth a state reaction to control wage
increase. The extension of state involvement in collective bargaining to some extent affected
state neutrality. More than before, the state has become a third party in bargaining, or has
imposed wage control in face of union protest. The growth of the public sector has also
increased the role of the state, as an employer this time. As a consequence, the Northern
European model shows a partial decentralization from sector to enterprise bargaining and a
certain amount of'politicization' of the state in labour relations.

The economic and social conditions mentioned here, are not confined to the Northern
European model. In the Southern European model they have less effect on the level or the
nature of labour relations, however, because the enterprise level already occupied a more
prominent place than in the Northern European model. Moreover, since organizational
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discipline is less of a prime concern, a lower rate of organization has less effect on union
strength and on the nature of labour relations. In contrast, the state has been a major force in
bringing about change. Recently, national governments have undertaken strenuous efforts to
stimulate collective bargaining. In addition to legislation in that field, socialist governments in
France, Spain, and even in Greece, have tried not to alienate employers, up to the point of
alienating the unions. This course of moderation and appeasement, as a preparation for ' 1992'
has prompted an expansion of collective bargaining, in particular at the enterprise level, and a
decline in political conflict. A few large 'days of action' or nationwide strikes have been
prominent exceptions. Some of the changes mentioned in relation with the Northern European
model may have contributed to this trend of enterprise bargaining and of central level
negotiations, for instance the need to lay down general rules with respect to working hours.
Another cause of change in the Southern European model has been the decline of communism.
The large communist-dominated unions in these countries are involved in a process of
ideological reorientation or at least one of disorientation.
In general, the Northern European model (in particular as practised in Scandinavia) is regarded
as the more successful of the two. For employers it has the advantage of a low conflict level,
including

almost

conflict-free

years

in Austria,

Germany

and Holland,

and

a high

predictability of labour costs, thanks to the predominance of one- or two-year sectoral
bargaining, without interruption by strikes. The unions enjoy a relatively high rate of
organization, culminating in 70 to 80 percent in Denmark, Belgium and Sweden, and influence
in public policy making. The national government is served by the relative absence of political
strikes and the depoliticization of public policy by way of neo-corporatist consultation.

I will follow the Northern European model as the more promising of the two for other
countries and focus on the preconditions for its emergence in Central Europe. In other words:
Which conditions have to be fulfilled for the Northern European combination of neocorporatism, central coordination of sectoral bargaining, Tarifpartnerschaft, and participation
within the enterprise? Though this might be regarded as Northern European chauvinism, it is
in accordance with the Central and Eastern European countries that are particularly looking to
labour relations in Scandinavia, Germany and the Low Countries.

Preconditions of the Northern European model

32

The core of the Northern European model is the Tarifpartnerschaft. The concentration on the
sectoral level implies a shift of the level of conflict from the enterprise to the economic sector
or industrial branch, i.e. a pacification or 'neutralization' of the enterprise. This requires
sectoral organizations, which have a firm hold over their members. In order to prevent
enterprise militancy to undermine sectoral bargaining, the organizations (both unions and
employers' federations) must be able and willing to curb their members. Worker participation
- even in works councils which are formally independent from the unions - is practised within
the boundaries set by the sectoral agreements. Lest unorganized workers are able to start
independent action, a high rate of organization is another prerequisite: Strong organizations,
not only in terms of inembership discipline, but also in terms of numbers.

A second set of prerequisites is that about the role of the state in labour relations. Its position
should be one of neutrality. No total absence, as in the British model until the 1980s, but a
form of neutrality vis-a-vis employers and unions, at least in the perception of both sides. This
neutrality does not preclude a statutory wage policy, but any wage measures should be
compensated by social policy measures, rewarding the unions for their restraint. For the rise
of neo-corporatism, another condition is the government's willingness to hand over some
discretionary power to the combination of employers' organizations and trade unions, i.e. to
depoliticize state policy, including a statutory wage policy. State measures which would favour
either side make place for measures about which both sides agree.

Moreover,

this

depoliticization requires governmental restraint versus both parties. To summarize, the
preconditions of the Northern European model can be listed as follows. In this list precondition
1 is basic to 2 and 3, while 2 is basic to 3.
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Strong employers' organizations and trade unions in terms of

1

2

a

coverage (rate of organization)

b

membership discipline

Priority of sector or branch bargaining
a

over enterprise bargaining, which implies a pacification of the
enterprise level

b
3

over state measures

State neutrality towards unions and employers, in the form of
a

no systematic or structural bias towards either side, expressed in
intervention in collective bargaining or in social policy

b

state endorsement of common employer-union proposals

Assessment of Central and Eastern European Labour Relations
In assessing whether the developments in the labour relations of Central and Eastern European
countries are moving into the direction of the Northern European model, the question should
be asked if these developments are or are going to satisfy the preconditions mentioned at the
end of the preceding paragraph.

1.

Strong employers' associations and trade unions in terms of coverage and member
discipline

Before 1989 one could hardly speak of employers' associations. Only economic chambers
existed which represented enterprises (not employers) in trade and other economic matters.
Nowadays they have been transformed into independent associations but are still mainly
dominated by large state owned enterprises. The many new emerging small enterprises are
extremely hard to organize in general. The employers form a very heterogeneous group
consisting of former managers, economic experts, civil servants who benefited from their
knowledge, connections and other opportunities to buy (parts of) state owned enterprises. Then
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there are new small entrepreneurs formed by merchants, craftsmen, retail traders, repair shop
and restaurant holders, etc. Another group is formed by businessmen who returned from
abroad after 150 yeazs starting a business in their home country. This diversity, however,
implies that employers organize in many separate associations which do not have much mutual
contact. The overall picture is that employers aze still in the stage of organizing themselves. In
Poland there is one large federation operating at national level while in Hungary the
employers' federations prefer to keep separated and work things out for themselves. Czechia is
still in the process of organizing employers although on association claims to have 150,000
members. In Bulgaria a national council of employers was created as a voluntary body for
employers' associations.

The association and federations do not as yet play a large role in labour relations, they aze not
very active and powerful. They do not manifest themselves at sector level and they do not have
much contact with trade unions. In fact they are a rather invisible party in the labour relations.
Their role is first of all to acquire better conditions for and protect their businesses. This is
mainly done in the tripartite bodies and by directly pressing governments to create favourable
conditions such as lowering taxes.

The contact employers' associations have with trade unions is only at the level of the tripartite
bodies. They mostly do not directly negotiate with trade union federations. At (new) enterprise
level, employers like to keep out trade union representation. Under the given bad employment
situation this is not very difficult. Trade unions and individual workers hardly put them under
pressure. As a result trade unions are hardly present in small enterprises.

In the case of trade unions, we see a different picture. The unions and their federations have
gone through a fundamental change too. The turn in 1989 in fact caused an enormous
fragmentation of the trade union movement. A number of old communist unions remained, be
it under another name and 'independent' from the state. Many other unions split off and
formed new ones. Also complete new unions emerged. The split off and new unions do not
want to be identified with the old ones. Therefore, they find it very hard to cooperate with
each other facing for example government or employers. The struggle about the division of the
old unions' assets did more harm than good to the mutual relations.
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In the first period after 1989, many trade union federations were involved in the political
transition, helping first democratically elected governments to start. This had positive, but also
negative effects. A positive effect was that workers could freely organize and freely join a
trade union corresponding their wishes. Another positive effect was the representation of trade
union federations in tripartite bodies at national and sometimes also lower level in which
consultation, bargaining and decisions are made on many labour issues. In these bodies the
union federations can meet employers and government on an equal basis. A negative effect
was that the union rights at the workplaces were often diminished by governmental laws in
favour of employers and economic development. Individual workers are represented by works
councils or selfmanagement bodies.

There are hardly actions of workers and trade unions at enterprise level. Actions are rather
directed

against

the

governments

and

not seldom

in 'cooperation'

with

employers'

associations.

In most countries there are two large federations, except in Hungary where there are many.
The organization rate is declining fast because of mistrust towards the old unions, while it is
slowly rising in the new ones. The decline was also caused by unemployment and a decreasing
standard of living. A further declination of inembership is certainly not imaginary when
considering that the people who do have a job do not want to put that in jeopardy and therefore
rather quit the union. The overall picture is a still relatively high organization rate of 60-65 qo .
In the many small enterprises which are emerging the unions are not represented. However,
because of the social services the unions provide they will probably stay in the race for strong
membership rates.

As for membership discipline, there shouldn't be too many union federations because that
would make them less powerful to reach discipline among the member unions. Except for
Hungary, where many federations exist, the Poland, Czechia and Bulgaria reasonably satisfy
this precondition. Although the tradition of discipline, especially in industry, was partly lost, it
is estimated that after the transformation process union activities will still be needed, not in the
least by providing social services, which will restore discipline among the members. The
employers are as yet not very well organized to show or enforce discipline. Very little is
known about their representation, functioning and consultation and bargaining with trade
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unions. Besides they are not very much tried by the unions until now. The employers' actions
are mainly directed towards the governments.

2.

Priority of sector bargaining over enterprise bargaining and state measures

Collective bargaining, often considered the core of labour relations, is only at the very
beginning of its emergence. When looking at the developments regarding the employers'
associations, their attitude towards trade unions, the grip of the states on economy, and
representativeness problems concerning the trade union pluralism, it is not surprising that
collective bargaining is still weakly developed. In general the skill to negotiate and a proper
infrastructure for supporting collective bargaining is still lacking. On the one hand the national
tripartite bodies are used to conclude collectivel general agreements. On the other hand
collective bargaining at company level is the most spread form which is also linked with the
tradition before the second world war. This means that in fact national and enterprise
bargaining

are

still

dominant.

This

is mainly

due

to

the

absence

of employers'

associationslfederations at sector level. Union federations are prepared to bargain at this level.
The question now is how long it will take before employers' federations can represent, speak
for and bargain in behalf of sectors. Until then the state at national level and works
councilslassemblies at enterprise level are the dominant bargainers. So far we have seen
representative trade union federations prepared to bargain with employers at sector level.
Employers are organizing themselves and probably wili be prepared to bargain in due time. In
Poland the trade unions have the right to negotiate at all levels where employers have the duty
to negotiate with trade unions. In Hungary there is already an indication that multi-employer
(sector) is starting. In Bulgaria and CzechialSlovakia the procedures for collective bargaining
have been laid down in acts.

This leaves us with the state measures. We can observe an ambiguous role for the states. On
the one hand, they have to promote economic development and prevent social problems and
further impoverishment of the people. In this context the governments show an entrepreneurprone attitude, and at the same time restrict the large role of trade unions, especially of the
former communist unions. They can do this because the state still is the main employer in the
public sector and the many state-owned industrial enterprises where most of the unions are to
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be found. The governments still have a firm grip on the economy and on the other two labour
relations actors. On the other hand, the governments' goals aze to establish market economies.
For this reason the governments and the state have to withdraw more from economic life and
let mazket principles (partly) take over economic affairs. In this context representation and
defense of economic interests of vazious groups have to be possible as well. For that reason
employers and employees have in the meantime legally been allowed to organize freely and
represent and defend their respective interests. A further step in diminishing the role of the
government is the establishment of tripartite bodies in which the three parties sit and consult,
bargain and decide on labour issues.

3.

State neutrality towards unions and employers and state endorsement of common
employer-union proposals

State neutrality means government moderation. Although the state is still playing a strong role,
its policies are mitigated by the mere fact that coalition governments have been formed. When
leaving initiatives more to the two other parties, various rules and procedures have been
established. For that reason, all four countries have passed new Labour Codes or amended old
ones. In fact these form the legal basis for new labour relations adjusted to market economic
conditions. A few important rules and procedures are: free organization of employers and
employees is guazanteed, cooperation of the three parties is legalized in tripartite bodies and
representation in these bodies is bound to representativity rules, at enterprise level, the works
council and trade union rights aze regulated. Procedural rules are set for labour conftict
(solving) as well as for collective bargaining and conclusion of collective agreements and
contracts.
A very characteristic institutional feature in the labour relations of the Central and Eastern
European countries is the introduction of tripartism which moderates state intervention also. In
all four countries national tripartite councils exist (Poland in status nascendi). They are bodies
for consultation, cooperation, bazgaining and decisionmaking on issues such as social security,
living standazd, minimum wage and social minimum, business development, employment
policy, etc. In Bulgaria and the Czech Republic even general agreements were signed. The
tripartite bodies have committees as, for example, a Labour Market and Training Committee
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in Hungary. In Bulgaria and Hungary tripartite bodies are also to be found at regional, branch
and enterprise level. Tripartism, however, requires strong workers and employers' federations
to bargain at sector level as well. One may ask how well these bodies function. Considering
that they only function for a relatively short time, have been installed from above, and that
trade unions and employers' associations did not have experience before, one cannot expect
them to work miracles. They still have to prove a lasting significance for each of the countries.
As regards state endorsement of common employers-union proposals, this is in part dependent
upon the strength of the employers' associations and the attitude of trade unions and
employers' associations towards each other and their ability to cooperate in the new tripartite
institutions. The state has to leave the initiative to the two parties, support their agreements
and withdraw more from the field of labour relations.

To conclude this assessment, we might say that in general the organization rate of the trade
unions is smaller than it was, just like the discipline, but remains relatively high. In contrast,
the organization of the employers is only in the first stage of emergence. Sector bargaining is
very weakly developed. The state still has to intervene regularly. If works councils (as
bargaining bodies) establish themselves firmly, labour relations are going more in the direction
of the Southern European model. With the coalition governments and tripartism one might
expect moderation towards employers and trade unions.

To conform to the Northern European model of labour relations it seems that the preconditions
are not yet fully satisfied, but the developments do point in that direction. To be sure the
Central and Eastern European countries could reach this model, employers have to organize
and manifest themselves further at sector level and the trade unions have to lay stress on the
social services they provide in order to maintain their membership rates. Both parties should
start andlor extend sector level bargaining as well. The state has to continue withdrawing from
the field.

Compared to the Southern European model one might say that the actors in Central and
Eastern European countries do not prefer to move into that direction, but to start a tradition of
formal collective bargaining. However, a prolonged absence of employers' associations could
prompt continuation of state intervention which is not a favourable condition for collective
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bazgaining. It could also reinforce the position of the works councils vis á vis trade unions and
could also detriment the disciplining force of the unions and their ability to enforce social
peace.
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