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The present report is an output from Project ‘ARTUS–CEE: Articulation of Trade Unions in Central and Eastern Europe’. The project is funded by the European Commission, Directorate General for
Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion. The initiator of the project is the Institute of Public Affairs
(Poland) and the implementing partners include, in addition to the Center for Economic Development
(Bulgaria), research institutes from Lithuania, Romania, Slovakia, and Slovenia.
The key objective of the project is to outline and highlight the participation and the role of trade unions
in the abovementioned countries in the EU integration process. The researchers’ efforts were aimed at
evaluating the contribution of trade unions to achieving convergent employment and social standards in
the old and new Member States. The research work and the methodology used were based on a comparative approach. The aim of the study was to gauge the opinions and attitudes of trade unions in Central and
Eastern Europe (CEE) on selected issues falling within the traditional remit of trade unions and related
to the functioning of the European social model.
The starting point and rationale of the project is the recognition of the fact that more than ten years
after the last enlargement to the East (2004 and 2007), the ambitious goals set by the European Union
for social cohesion and equalization of employment and working conditions in the old and new Member
States are still difficult to achieve. In more recent years, these goals were reiterated by the principles set
out in the European Pillar of Social Rights. Upward convergence and the ‘mirror effect’ in the area of
social policy and industrial relations are continuing themes for both the academic community and for the
experts who implement these policies in practice.
Despite the significant positive changes, the quality of industrial relations in the new Member States
differs substantially from that in Western Europe. The most evident proof for this statement is the shrinking scope of collective bargaining and the practical absence of sectoral collective bargaining schemes in
CEE.
Against this backdrop, the project addresses the question about the ability of trade unions in CEE to
undertake efficient action for upward convergence of social standards across the EU in a context of a
clear gap between the level of industrial relations in the two groups of Member States and still nascent
industrial relations in Europe as a whole.
The report presents the main conclusions from the comparative studies in Bulgaria and in the other
participating countries, and the related recommendations. The National report for Bulgaria ‘European
dimensions of the work of Bulgarian trade unions’ (Center for Economic Development) and the comparative report authored for this project by Jan Czarzasty (Institute of Public Affairs) were used as inputs for
the present report. The report is structured around the key themes related to the European dimensions of
the work of trade unions in CEE. The recommendations provided for each theme are mainly addressed
to Bulgarian unions but might also be helpful for their peers in the other countries participating in this
project.
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1.
The idea of a minimum European wage is well known and is supported in principle by all trade
unions in CEE. The trade union representatives included in this study unequivocally call for the adoption
of such regulation at EU level. This holds true especially in Bulgaria and Lithuania. In the other countries, concerns were voiced about the difficulties which come with this initiative and the potential risks of
making the social dialogue devoid of meaning, and various opinions were expressed about the approach
to be used in setting the minimum wage. Romanian trade unions propose the introduction of minimum
wages at sectoral level, while their Slovenian colleagues suggest that the living wage should be used as a
basis. All the respondents in this study are closely following the debate on the topic at EU level and are
well aware of the opposition from Nordic countries on this account. Quite often they are led to believe
that the voice of trade unions on this important issue is neglected and marginalized by certain influential
Western trade unions.
Meanwhile, in October 2020 the European Commission submitted a proposal for an EU Directive on
adequate minimum wages. The objective is to ensure than by 2024 all workers in the EU receive fair and
adequate minimum wages, wherever they live. This solution is definitely an achievement and a major
success for the European trade unions.
Recommendations: Trade unions should continue to work proactively at both national and European
level for achieving the objectives laid down in the Directive. Constructive cooperation and solidarity in
the framework of the European Trade Union Confederation (ETUC) is needed in order to uphold the initial intentions and achieve acceptable conditions for the implementation of the Directive in all Member
States. It is highly important that European trade unionists adopt a common strategy and unite around
common solutions for determining the minimum wage.
2.
The study explored the attitudes of CEE trade unions as regards transnational agreements and
European Work Councils (EWCs). Attitudes in the five countries included in the sample were largely
positive and supportive of these supranational institutions/instruments. This however tends to be an appreciation of their potential rather than an acknowledgement of their actual ability to influence industrial
relations at a national level in the focus countries. Transnational agreements and EWCs are perceived as
an institutional channel for the europeanization of industrial relations in these countries (transposition
of higher standards from top to bottom) and, therefore, as a contributor to upward convergence. Their
potential benefits are also associated with the possibility to address double standards within a single multinational corporation.
At the same time, there is clear skepticism as regards the scope for implementation of transnational
agreements and their effects. Their practical implementation is hindered by the different legal requirements and specificities in the various EU Member States. The systems of industrial relations are also different. There are also concerns related to existing and functioning collective employment agreements the
terms of which are more favourable – an issue which is quite sensitive for certain trade unions (Slovakia).
Polish trade unions consider that the quality of the transnational agreements to which they are signatories
is not especially high owing to their uncertain legal status. Polish unions also note that Western trade
unions are not very enthusiastic about signing-up to transnational agreements. Accordingly, most respondents call for a binding EU-wide regulatory framework on this type of agreements (Romania, Slovakia).
This is also envisaged in the ETUC Action Plan for 2019–2023.
Some Romanian representatives would like to see an European dimension of collective bargaining.
However, they are also cognizant of the major barriers to such an initiative: strong antagonism between
Western and Eastern interests, lack of trade union solidarity, absence of regulatory basis for the implementation of this step, and major disparities between the levels of expertise and capacity of the various
trade unions. Another problem they see relates to the voluntary nature of transnational agreements.
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The study revealed that there is a major difference between Slovenia and the other four countries in
this respect. Slovenian trade unions have an entirely different opinion and perspective on national institutions, which they consider to be trustworthy and reliable to a much higher extent than transnational
institutions. What we actually observe is a similarity with the attitude of German trade unions to European Work Councils and accordingly to national formats for worker representation. They go even further
and criticize bitterly EWCs which they believe to be born from the pretense of multinationals to depict
themselves as socially responsible corporations.
CEE trade unions are clearly aware of the reluctance of their Western partners to actively promote
transnational agreements, which explains why they prefer the alternative approach: a regulatory framework. Overall, trade unionists insist on ‘hard’ (binding) standards imposed by means of directives and
regulations instead of ‘soft’ measures and recommendations.
Recommendations: Despite skepticism and even acute criticism in some countries, CEE trade unions
should make an effort to obtain better knowledge of the content of transnational agreements and of the
way in which they are drafted. Only on this basis, and with an arsenal of convincing arguments, they may
try to take a more active role in the drafting of new transnational agreement which contribute to improving the employment and working conditions in CEE countries.
3.
The comparative study identified a consensus among the participating CEE unions as regards the
need for transboundary trade union cooperation. Nevertheless, theory and political declarations rarely
evolve into practical action. This should be interpreted to a certain extent as an indication (but not as
hard evidence) that national action prevails over transboundary cooperation. At the same time, the study
demonstrated that CEE trade unions are more interested in regional cooperation in the framework of the
EU on the basis of the heritage from the times when the transition had not occurred yet and the geopolitical structure of CEE countries was different. Typical examples in this respect are Slovakia and Slovenia,
but also Bulgaria in West Balkan context. These links and contacts are regarded as more durable than
those in the framework of United Europe (this aspect probably deserves a more in-depth study).
The study also provided some interesting examples. One of them is from the Slovak automotive industry – trade union cooperation among enterprises which are based in different countries but belong to
the same parent company (Czechia, Slovakia, and Hyundai). This type of cooperation can sometimes be
stronger than the cooperation between enterprises in the same country.
Lithuanian unions provided an example of how alternative channels can be used for exchange of information and transboundary cooperation outside the EWC framework. These are trade union networks, often supported by European organisations such as EFFAT. They include trade union representatives (shop
stewards) working at different divisions of a multinational corporation (Philip Morris, Mondelez). From
time to time they meet to exchange information about collective agreements, working time rules and other issues of relevance to all employees. Network members share good practices and exchange experience.
Polish trade unions pointed to an important advantage of transboundary trade union cooperation, namely the opportunity to crosscheck information received from local management or to obtain information
which is not available from other sources.
Relatively well-developed is the cooperation among trade unions in Central Europe (the Visegrád
Group) as well as between Slovenia, Austria, Germany and Italy.
Recommendations: Trade union cooperation within the EU should receive more attention and contacts
with CEE trade unions should be stepped up in light of the common traits of industrial relations and of
the existence of common issues and challenges.
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4.
The foregoing topic is closely linked, among other things, to the posting of workers and in particular truck drivers – an issue discussed in the context of the so-called ‘social dumping’. All CEE participants in the study recommended a revision of the regulations in this area. The idea is to apply equal pay
for equal work everywhere in the EU. Some voices raised an additional issue – employment and working
conditions for immigrant workers from EU Member States and the impact of these regulations on the
treatment of immigrant workers, who might even end up excluded from the labour market altogether.
The most consistent approach can be found in the feedback from Slovenia where trade unions believe
that the proposed changes are a step in the right direction (the reference is to posting in general and in the
road transport sector in particular). Slovenian trade unions consider that this will prevent hiring practices
which are nothing else than social dumping, and thus share the opinion of their Western peers. While
Polish and Slovak unions support the changes, they consider that the transport sector should be excluded
from their scope. Romanian trade unions are of the opinion that mobility of the production factors and
in particular labour mobility is one of the key challenges to the model in which unionist movement is
organised at present. They are concerned that unions cannot come to grips with the posting issue and are
unable to adequately represent their workers. According to Polish unions, increasing the wages of posted
workers will have a positive effect on businesses in the CEE region in the medium term, because it will
force them maintain their competitiveness not only on the back of lower labour costs.
Recommendations: The opinions of trade unions as regards regulations in the area of posted workers
in general and truck drivers in particular depict a very unclear and controversial situation in the various
CEE countries. Nevertheless, the recommendation is that work should continue on this issue with a view
to ensuring equal pay for equal work. At the same time trade unions should insist that the legal rules for
the hiring of vehicle drivers are appropriately applied in their own countries.
5.
The information gathered in the study makes it difficult to confirm the alleged ‘isolationism’
of West European trade unions. Opinions are utterly polarized. On one pole, Bulgarian and Lithuanian
unions consider that this issue is irrelevant. On the other pole, Slovakia and Poland confirm the fallout of
European trade unionism. One Slovak unionist even used the expression ‘the European trade union family
[exists] only on paper’. These divergences highlight not only the East–West division (according to some
respondents the borderline goes through Slovenia), but also the North–South division. Polish respondents
point out the different agendas of Western and Eastern trade unions. While the first are concerned about
climate change and Industry 4.0, the latter are still tacking basic worker requirements (higher wages and
stronger union rights). Reference is also made to disparities between stronger and weaker unions not only
in economic terms but also in terms of their power. On their part, Romanian unions criticize in principle
the economic protectionism of Member States in the EU-15 group.
The opinion of Slovenian unions is slightly more nuanced: while they agree that there is a clear division, they understand the arguments of Westerners and, as in other areas of the study, express solidarity
with their Western counterparts. To a certain extent, they appreciate the Polish and Slovak position as
well. Slovenian representatives note that similarities with the West disappear as soon as an attempt is
made to strengthen the impact of Slovenian unions in European trade union structures. They are quite
critical of the ETUC. For example, they consider that ‘the ETUC is heavily bureaucratized as many other structures in EU’ and that ‘instead of doing serious unionist work [the ETUC] keeps itself busy with
propagandistic actions’.
Recommendations: More in-depth and focused research is needed. Trade union disparities between
old and new Member States should be discussed at dedicated forums. CEE trade unions should study in
more depth the existing literature written on this topic by trade union researchers and practitioners from
countries such as Poland and Slovakia.
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6. According to CEE unionists, the European Social Dialogue (ESD) is important and valuable at a
conceptual level, but is somewhat remote and not very efficient as an institutional mechanism. The ESD
can contribute greatly to the resolution of many problems, but this is yet to happen and to be realized by
stakeholders. The results from the ECD are mostly used as an argument in collective bargaining and as
an input for expert opinions. They can hardly reach the particular workplace because European agreements typically include clauses of a more general nature the implementation of which depends on the
local conditions (Bulgaria). Lithuanian unions support the ESD as a tool for achieving uniform standards
across the EU. However, they go one step further and suggest that the agreements reached should have
the status of binding legal documents. Their position is that social dialogue should occur ‘top to bottom’
since in CEE it is not developed enough and governments take the side of employers. Polish trade unions
acknowledge that they are not sufficiently cognizant of the way in which the ESD works. They also favour EU directives instead of agreements with unclear content. They expect more concrete results and
consider that more should be done for the dissemination of information among unionists. Similar is the
situation in Slovakia: EU directives are the preferred way to go, and if this approach is unsuccessful then
recommendations and autonomous agreements should be adopted. In this case as well, Slovenian unions
stand out with a different position which favours national institutions.
Recommendations: This issue requires an information campaign designed to raise the awareness of
the processes used and of the results achieved by the ESD. CEE unionists should receive training facilitated by representatives of West European trade unions with long-term experience in this area.
7.
The respondents are very cognizant of the European Pillar of Social Rights (EPSR) and pin strong
hopes to this initiative. Nevertheless, its efficiency is quite questionable in all CEE countries. Lithuanian
unions believe that the adoption of such a document is a good move anyway: ‘having one is better than
not having anything’. Unions in Bulgaria do not expect the EPSR to substantially influence their professional work and assess its impact as formal and rather wishful (a list of good wishes). The attitude of
CEE trade unionists is ‘wait and see how things will play out’. The majority of CEE countries included
in the study have expressed doubts about the efficient implementation and the achievement of the objectives of the EPSR (Lithuania, Slovakia, Poland). They would rather prefer to see proposals for directives
based on the EPSR. Romanian unions regret and aver that they had not been invited to take part in the
discussions on this document in their country. Their Polish peers consider that the document should have
included more measures aimed at strengthening the role of trade unions and collective bargaining. In
Slovenia there are diverging opinions. While the representatives of sectoral unions see the document as
more or less propagandistic, the opinion at the level of the federation is that the EPSR can bring about
many benefits for the Member States and is the first step towards the establishment of EU-wide standards.
Recommendations: Trade unions should proactively urge their governments and the European institutions achieve the objectives set out in the European Pillar of Social Rights. They can also achieve
progress in this area by working collaboratively and constructively with their partners – the employer
organisations.
8.
The quality of the relations between trade unions in Central and Eastern Europe and those in the
old Member States has been central to the project as well as to this study. The initial expectations that the
quality is not too high do not seem to pass the empirical test. Bulgarian and Lithuanian unions do not note
any important controversies, divergences or gaps in the relations with their Western counterparts. The
‘Us and Them’ problem is largely irrelevant. On the other side, these hypotheses have been confirmed.
Polish, Slovenian and Slovak unions tend to be better informed of the new initiatives at EU level. This
is less valid for Bulgaria, Lithuania and Romania. Romanian unions point to a range of issues, including fluency in foreign languages, insufficient funding, lack of expertise in certain areas, and insufficient
operability and flexibility of their representatives. The problem exists primarily at the level of sectoral/
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industrial trade union organisations. The relations and the cooperation between national confederations
in the EU are much better and fruitful. Slovak representatives consider that there are major differences
between old and new Member States on issues such as working hours, wage convergence, legal framework for transnational agreements, health and safety at work and gender equality.
More interesting is the discovery that in addition to the disparity of incomes, many other factors influence relations on the two sides of the Iron Curtain. Some of the most disruptive factors mentioned were:
1) In the light of technological advancements, West European trade unions have little interest in issues
which are important for CEE as they are strongly focused on other areas that are more relevant to them
(the Fourth Industrial Revolution, etc.) as well as on cultural and environmental issues. Essentially, the
issue boils down to the disparity of the development of CEE economies in the era of Late Fordism on one
side, and the Post-Fordist economies in EU-15 on the other side; 2) CEE trade unions have also a problem
with resources and with the human factor (less fluency in foreign languages, lack of translations of ESD
materials in the less common languages and shortage of human resources); 3) Domestic problems (e.g.
Lithuania, but not only) inherited from the socialist period and the slow attrition of the understanding
of Western trade unions as regards the differences which still exist between them and CEE unions. The
combination of all these factors results in an insufficiently active cooperation between the two groups of
trade unions.
The situation in Slovenia once again indicates that Slovenian trade unions stand closer to the political
views of their Western peers, but when it comes to their impact in international structures, they tend to
be in the ranks of their CEE counterparts. They are clearly aware of the different agendas the two groups
of trade unions as well.
Recommendations: CEE trade unions would do themselves a favour if they take part, as far as their
resources permit, in more pan-European initiatives and joint projects for training and exchange of good
practices. In this way, they will gradually demonstrate their capabilities and will receive support for their
organisational strengthening and development.
9.
CEE unionists are aware of social dumping practices and can provide a number of examples.
Most often they explain this phenomenon with the wage gap as a driver for relocation of manufacturing
capacities to the East. For this reason, they perceive the phenomenon as a natural trend which runs on its
own devices and will gradually lose steam in future.
Lithuanian unions associate social dumping with the influx of immigrants from other former USSR
countries who are prepared to work in the construction and transport sectors at less favourable working
conditions and for lower wages compared to local workers. This is a problem for them because these
practices benefit employers and are tolerated by the government. However, their assertion that immigrant
workers are driving up unemployment and forcing many Lithuanians emigrate to Western countries is
certainly disputable. According to Lithuanian respondents, social dumping discourages employers from
making investments and innovations in manufacturing equipment, working arrangements and human
capital.
According to the Romanian unions, the problems stems from the policy of multinational corporations to
keep wages low. Moreover, they do not invest in the continuing learning and upskilling of their workers.
Polish and Slovak unions explicitly link the theme of social dumping to the posting of workers and
truck drivers.
Similar to their Western counterparts, Slovenian unions regard certain practices in CEE as textbook
examples of social dumping and even decry the position of their CEE colleagues and their inconsistent
approach to the topic. Regretfully, the information collected in the study was insufficient for arriving
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at deeper insights. The concept of social dumping encompasses many diverse aspects which should be
better defined before they can be analysed separately. It is difficult to identify trends and to articulate
recommendations for future action.
Recommendations: Together with their West European peers, CEE trade unions may unite around
common objectives with a view to improving working conditions in this part of the EU. Mutual understanding and trade union solidarity are needed in higher doses.
10. Direct foreign investments (DFI) have an important role in the economies of all countries included in the study except Slovenia. Nevertheless, the assessments of their impact on the quality of industrial
relations and social dialogue in CEE are quite diversified. On one hand, DFI continue to be acknowledged
as carriers of positive examples and good practices in the area of employment and industrial relations. In
certain instances, in the subsidiaries of multinational corporations the conditions for trade unionist work
are even better than in local enterprises. Contrarian examples do exist, however. These are manifestations
of the so-called ‘host country effect’ wherein Western employers forget the good examples in the countries of origin and exploit certain imperfections of industrial relations in CEE. Nevertheless, the study
revealed that the ‘host country effect’ applies more often to employers from non-EU countries.
Examples of these practices come from Lithuania and Romania where certain multinational corporations deliberately disrupt the work of trade unions and block the collective bargaining process.
In Poland, criticism to multinational corporations is bitter and also pertains to the use of double standards. The aversions relate not only to wage gaps, but to unequal access to skilling and training, and to
disruption of trade unionist work. In one of the examples cited, before opening a car-making factory in
Poland the parent company organised special training for medium-level managers on how to prevent the
establishment of a trade union organisation.
Slovenian unions tend to be neutral and do not expect multinational corporations to bring in better
standards and convergent wages. Since their objective is to maximize profits, they have a natural interest
to keep wages low. Overall, direct foreign investments do not have a significant role in the Slovenian
economy. The conclusion which can be drawn in this case is that the existence of strong local institutions
prevents the infliction of negative impacts on industrial relations.
Recommendations: The development of modern industrial relations and of steady local institutions in
CEE should be ensured in order to mitigate these adverse impacts.

The trade unions’ battle for upward convergence of social standards seems a mission difficult, but possible.

EUROPEAN UNION

The project is co-financed by the European Commission, DG Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion.
This document has been prepared for the European Commission however it reflects the views only of the
authors, and the Commission cannot be held responsible for any use which may be made of the information
contained therein.

8

9

