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1. Introduction

Exchange of information on the practices and outcomes of collective bargaining and wage formation is of ever greater interest to trade unions in Europe on account of ongoing economic integration. Increasingly they use such information as a reference to develop their bargaining strategies in their own countries and to coordinate it with developments elsewhere. It enables them to deal better with the increasing economic integration of Europe and to learn lessons from their colleagues in other countries. In some cases it also helps them to argue against employer and government strategies when they refer to developments abroad in support of their demands at home. All in all, such information allows trade unionists to cope more effectively with issues like competitive wage dumping, sectoral bargaining, collective bargaining in multinationals, etc.

This report provides information on collective bargaining around Europe, focusing on the period 2002-2005. By and large, the report presents the answers given by national trade unions from 23 European countries to a questionnaire enquiring about wage developments, wage expectations and a number of  qualitative aspects of collective bargaining. It also uses other data sources to complete the picture. The report aims to provide the European Trade Union Confederation (ETUC), as well as national and sectoral trade unions, with some of the information required to strengthen their knowledge of bargaining practices and outcomes in Europe, and to facilitate the European coordination of collective bargaining. 

2. The bargaining context: slow growth and high unemployment.

In the past four years, the context for collective bargaining in Europe has been, above all, one of low economic growth. In the period 2002-2005, the economy of the EU25 grew by 1.5 percent per year (Table 1) and the present year of 2005 is forecast to produce exactly this figure. This means that, although growth picked up somewhat in 2004, it has decelerated again in 2005. Examining the data in more detail, however, a division between two groups of countries can be observed.  In 2002-2005 average growth was below 2 percent for nine countries, while it was at 3 percent or higher for 15 countries. The group with slow growth consists of eight countries of the EU15 and Malta. Growth has been particularly slow in Germany, Italy, the Netherlands and Portugal, and it is their weak performance that brings down the EU25 average. One important feature to notice is that in 2005 the UK too has fallen into the group of slow growers. Hence, in this year all four major European economies show a weak performance. 

	Table 1 : GDP growth in Europe, 2002-2005.

	
	2002
	2003
	2004
	2005 (f)
	Average

	EU (25 countries)
	1.1
	1.1
	2.4
	1.5
	1.5

	Austria
	1.0
	1.4
	2.4
	1.7
	1.6

	Belgium
	1.5
	0.9
	2.6
	1.4
	1.6

	Bulgaria
	4.9
	4.5
	5.6
	6.0
	5.3

	Cyprus
	2.1
	1.9
	3.8
	3.9
	2.9

	Czech Republic
	1.5
	3.2
	4.4
	4.8
	3.5

	Denmark
	0.5
	0.6
	2.1
	2.7
	1.5

	Estonia
	7.2
	6.7
	7.8
	8.4
	7.5

	Finland
	2.2
	2.4
	3.6
	1.9
	2.5

	France
	1.2
	0.8
	2.3
	1.5
	1.5

	Germany
	0.1
	-0.2
	1.6
	0.8
	0.6

	Greece
	3.8
	4.6
	4.7
	3.5
	4.2

	Hungary
	5.1
	3.4
	4.6
	3.7
	4.2

	Iceland
	-1.3
	3.6
	6.2
	6.2
	3.7

	Ireland
	6.1
	4.4
	4.5
	4.4
	4.9

	Italy
	0.4
	0.3
	1.2
	0.2
	0.5

	Latvia
	6.4
	7.2
	8.3
	9.1
	7.8

	Lithuania
	6.8
	10.5
	7.0
	7.0
	7.8

	Luxembourg
	2.5
	2.9
	4.5
	4.2
	3.5

	Malta
	0.8
	-1.9
	0.4
	0.8
	0.0

	Netherlands
	0.1
	-0.1
	1.7
	0.5
	0.6

	Norway
	1.1
	0.4
	2.9
	3.9
	2.1

	Poland
	1.4
	3.8
	5.3
	3.4
	3.5

	Portugal
	0.5
	-1.2
	1.2
	0.4
	0.2

	Romania
	5.0
	4.9
	8.3
	5.2
	5.9

	Slovakia
	4.6
	4.5
	5.5
	5.1
	4.9

	Slovenia
	3.5
	2.7
	4.2
	3.8
	3.6

	Spain
	2.7
	2.9
	3.1
	3.4
	3.0

	Sweden
	2.0
	1.5
	3.6
	2.5
	2.4

	United Kingdom
	2.0
	2.5
	3.2
	1.6
	2.3

	(f): forecast

Source: Eurostat


The group with high growth consists first of all of the European Union’s new member states (NMS) from Eastern Europe as well as candidates Bulgaria and Romania. It also includes four countries of the EU15 (Greece, Ireland, Luxembourg and Spain) as well as Iceland. From the composition of the two groups it can be concluded that these differences point towards some closing of the gap between the richer and poorer countries in Europe. Differences within Europe remain high, however, and there is still a clear divide between new and old EU member states (Table 2). 

	Table 2: Gross domestic product per head of population, 2005 (EURO) 

	Bulgaria
	2,738

	Romania
	3,611

	Latvia
	5,259

	Lithuania
	5,843

	Poland
	6,080

	Slovakia
	6,864

	Estonia
	7,631

	Hungary
	8,710

	Czech Republic
	9,690

	Malta
	10,930

	Portugal
	13,800

	Slovenia
	13,890

	Greece
	16,180

	Cyprus
	17,980

	Spain
	21,030

	EU-25
	23,290

	Italy
	23,680

	Germany
	27,240

	France
	27,310

	Belgium
	28,710

	Finland
	29,260

	United Kingdom
	29,390

	Austria
	29,790

	Netherlands
	30,350

	Sweden
	31,490

	Denmark
	38,030

	Ireland
	38,600

	Iceland
	40,920

	Norway
	50,210

	Luxembourg
	59,470

	Source: AMECO database


The differences in economic growth are reflected in the development of productivity (Table 3). Productivity growth is highest in the new member states and candidate Romania. In 4 countries productivity growth remains below 1 percent over the four year period. Particularly striking developments are the negative productivity growth in Italy in 2005 and the virtual stagnation of productivity in Portugal and Spain. 

	Table 3: Productivity growth (% per hour or per head)*

	
	2002
	2003
	2004
	2005
	Average

	Austria
	1.2
	1.2
	2.2
	1.3
	1.5

	Belgium
	1.7
	2.2
	1.5
	 -
	1.8

	Bulgaria
	4.5
	-1.7
	3.3
	 -
	2.0

	Czech Republic
	0.2
	3.7
	5.0
	 -
	3.0

	Denmark
	0.8
	2.5
	2.9
	 -
	2.1

	Estonia
	5.8
	5.0
	7.3
	5.7
	6.0

	France
	3.3
	1.1
	1.6
	 -
	2.0

	Germany
	1.5
	1.2
	0.9
	1.2
	1.2

	Hungary
	3.3
	3.0
	3.3
	9.1
	4.7

	Iceland
	-2.9
	3.7
	3.9
	4.9
	2.4

	Ireland
	5.0
	2.0
	3.0
	1.0
	2.8

	Italy
	-0.7
	-0.3
	0.5
	-0.6
	-0.3

	Luxembourg
	-0.5
	1.1
	1.9
	 -
	0.8

	Netherlands
	0.6
	0.8
	3.5
	1.8
	1.7

	Norway
	1.9
	1.4
	0.9
	-
	1.4

	Poland
	5.2
	5.2
	5.5
	 -
	5.3

	Portugal
	0.0
	0.0
	1.1
	 -
	0.4

	Romania
	9.7
	12.1
	10.0
	13.3
	11.3

	Slovakia
	4.3
	3.4
	5.7
	2.8
	4.1

	Slovenia
	3.9
	2.5
	4.5
	3.4
	3.6

	Spain
	0.3
	0.4
	0.4
	 -
	0.4

	Sweden
	4.5
	3.7
	3.7
	2.5
	3.6

	Switzerland
	0.6
	0.8
	2.3
	1.3
	1.3

	UK
	1.3
	1.9
	2.7
	1.0
	1.7

	
	
	
	
	
	

	* Per hour: Austria, Belgium, Czech Republic, Denmark, Germany, Ireland,  Norway,

 Sweden, Switzerland, UK.

	Source: ETUC questionnaire 2005


Apart from slow average growth, Europe also continues to suffer from high unemployment, amounting to 9 percent in the past two years (Table 4). Indeed, high unemployment seems to have become a structural feature of the European labour market but, here once again, a wide diversity can be observed. Above average unemployment can be observed in some of the biggest EU members (Germany, France, Spain) as well as in several of the new member states (the three Baltic countries, Poland and Slovakia) and candidate Bulgaria. 

	Table 4: unemployment in Europe (%)

	
	2002
	2003
	2004

	EU (25 countries)
	8.7
	9.0
	9.0

	Austria
	4.2
	4.3
	4.8

	Belgium
	7.3
	8.0
	7.9

	Bulgaria
	17.8
	13.6
	11.7

	Cyprus
	3.9
	4.5
	5.2

	Czech Republic
	7.3
	7.8
	8.3

	Denmark
	4.6
	5.6
	5.4

	Estonia
	9.5
	10.2
	9.2

	Finland
	9.1
	9.0
	8.8

	France
	8.9
	9.5
	9.6

	Germany
	8.2
	9.0
	9.5

	Greece
	10.3
	9.7
	10.5

	Hungary
	5.6
	5.8
	6.0

	Ireland
	4.3
	4.6
	4.5

	Italy
	8.6
	8.4
	8.0

	Latvia
	12.6
	10.4
	9.8

	Lithuania
	13.5
	12.7
	10.9

	Luxembourg
	2.8
	3.7
	4.8

	Malta
	7.7
	8.0
	7.6

	Netherlands
	2.8
	3.7
	4.6

	Norway
	3.9
	4.5
	4.4

	Poland
	19.8
	19.2
	18.8

	Portugal
	5.0
	6.3
	6.7

	Romania
	7.5
	6.8
	7.6

	Slovakia
	18.7
	17.5
	18.2

	Slovenia
	6.1
	6.5
	6.0

	Spain
	11.5
	11.5
	11.0

	Sweden
	4.9
	5.6
	6.3

	United Kingdom
	5.1
	4.9
	4.7

	Note: data refer to unemployed persons as a percentage of the labour force, age group 15-74.

	Source: Eurostat


Where inflation is concerned, this has overall been reasonably stable in Europe (Table 5). In the majority of countries it remains below an average of 3 percent yearly over the 2002-2005 period. The highest inflation occurs in some of the new member states (Hungary, Slovakia and Slovenia) and candidates Bulgaria and Romania. In 2005, in the UK in particular, inflation has been rising strongly compared to the previous year, while it has increased to 3.3 percent in Euro member Spain. Only 7 countries remain below the 2 percent threshold, including only 3 Euro members (Germany, France and the Netherlands).

	Table 5: Inflation in Europe (%)

	
	2002
	2003
	2004
	2005
	Average

	Austria
	1.8
	1.3
	2.1
	2.4
	1.9

	Belgium
	1.8
	1.5
	2.1
	2.5
	2.0

	Bulgaria
	5.8
	2.3
	6.1
	5.0
	4.8

	Czech Republic
	1.8
	0.1
	2.8
	1.8
	1.6

	Denmark
	2.1
	2.1
	1.2
	1.7
	1.8

	Estonia
	3.6
	1.4
	3.0
	3.5
	2.9

	France 
	2.0
	2.1
	2.1
	1.8
	2.0

	Germany
	1.4
	1.0
	1.7
	1.9
	1.5

	Hungary
	5.3
	4.7
	6.5
	3.7
	5.1

	Iceland
	4.8
	2.1
	3.2
	4.0
	3.5

	Ireland
	4.6
	3.5
	2.2
	2.4
	3.2

	Italy
	2.3
	2.5
	2.2
	2.2
	2.3

	Luxembourg
	2.1
	2.0
	2.2
	2.3
	2.2

	Netherlands
	3.3
	2.1
	1.2
	1.6
	2.1

	Norway
	1.3
	2.5
	0.4
	1.5
	1.4

	Poland
	1.9
	0.8
	3.5
	3.0
	2.3

	Portugal
	3.6
	3.2
	2.4
	2.3
	2.9

	Romania
	17.8
	14.1
	9
	7.5
	12.1

	Slovakia
	3.3
	8.5
	7.7
	3.5
	5.8

	Slovenia
	7.5
	5.6
	3.3
	2.5
	4.7

	Spain
	3.1
	3.0
	3.0
	3.3
	3.1

	Sweden
	2.2
	1.9
	0.4
	0.5
	1.3

	Switzerland
	0.6
	0.6
	0.8
	1.1
	1.0

	UK
	1.3
	1.4
	1.3
	2.1
	1.5

	Sources: ETUC Questionnaire 2005, Consensus forecasts October 2005.


Hence, overall, the context for collective bargaining is characterised by slow GDP and productivity growth, high unemployment and fairly stable inflation. At the same time, major differences between individual countries are to be found with regard to all these indicators.

3. Collective bargaining on wages

Within the above-described context, collective bargaining on wages has been a difficult process for trade unions. Slow economic and productivity growth and/or high unemployment have limited the possibilities for trade unions to strive for high wage increases. On the contrary, unions have in most countries been under tremendous pressure from employers and often also governments to engage in wage moderation and to reduce wage demands. On the employer side, international competition has been the main argument in the call for wage moderation or even an actual reduction in wages, in particular in a number of the old member states. Employers increasingly argue that because of strengthening international competition a reduction in labour costs is required, and often use the threat of relocation to lower-wage countries as a means of putting pressure on unions in wage negotiations. 

As a result, the real value of wages agreed in collective agreements has been under considerable pressure (Table 6). Indeed, in the period 2002-2005, in only 7 of the 21 countries represented in the table was the average yearly wage increase resulting from collective bargaining above 1 percent, while in Luxembourg and Slovenia this average was actually negative. 

	Table 6: Real average increase in gross monthly wage resulting from collective bargaining (%)

	
	2002
	2003
	2004
	2005
	Average

	Austria
	0.7
	0.8
	-0.1
	-0.2
	0.3

	Belgium
	2.0
	0.3
	0.3
	-0.4
	0.6

	Czech Republic
	3.4
	4.0
	1.0
	2.1
	2.6

	Denmark
	0.4
	0.4
	1.6
	0.8
	0.8

	France 
	-
	0.9
	0.9
	-
	0.9

	Germany
	1.3
	1.5
	0.3
	-0.3
	0.7

	Hungary
	4.8
	3.5
	1.5
	2.3
	3.0

	Iceland
	-0.8
	2.0
	1.1
	-1.0
	0.3

	Ireland
	0.8
	2.3
	3.0
	2.3
	2.1

	Italy
	-0.2
	-0.3
	0.7
	1.3
	0.4

	Netherlands
	0.2
	0.6
	0.3
	-0.8
	0.1

	Norway
	3.7
	1.0
	3.2
	2.0
	2.5

	Poland
	-
	2.2
	-0.3
	1.5
	1.1

	Portugal
	0.0
	-0.2
	0.5
	0.4
	0.2

	Slovakia
	14
	-2.0
	-0.8
	2.3
	3.4

	Slovenia
	-1.8
	-0.9
	-0.1
	0.2
	-0.7

	Spain
	0.0
	0.5
	0.0
	-0.4
	0.0

	Sweden
	0.2
	0.3
	1.4
	1.5
	0.9

	Switzerland
	1.9
	0.8
	0.3
	0.3
	0.8

	UK
	1.4
	1.6
	1.7
	0.9
	1.4

	* Wages from collective bargaining for 2004-5 refer only to MSZOSZ agreements.
** Manufacturing.
Sources: ETUC Questionnaire 2005, Consensus Forecasts October 2005


Moreover, there is a clear downward trend. Whereas in 2002 and 2003 there were 4 countries where collectively agreed wages showed a negative trend, by 2005 this applies to 7 countries. Over the last three years, this downward trend is most apparent in Austria, Belgium, Germany, Iceland, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, and Spain, resulting in all these countries in a negative development of collectively agreed wages in 2005. 


However, collectively agreed wages do not present the whole picture. In many countries an important proportion of employees are not covered by collective agreements, while for those that are covered collectively agreed wages are often not the final wages they receive. Final wages can be higher, because of positive wage drift or when collectively agreed wages do not include certain wage elements, but they can also be lower as a result of negative wage drift. In most countries, over the period 2002-2005, total real wage growth was equal to or higher than collectively agreed wages (Table 7). There are four exceptions to this, however, as in Germany, Slovakia, Switzerland and the UK total wage growth was below that of collectively agreed wages. Especially in Germany this reflects negative wage drift, leading this to be the only country with, on average, a negative total real wage growth over the four-year period. This average is the result of a declining trend in Germany, where negative real wage growth is a phenomenon of the last two years. 


When considering individual years, it also becomes apparent that there is a declining trend in effective wage growth. While in 2002 there was no country with negative real wage growth, in 2003 this concerned one country, and in 2004 and 2005 three countries. Also, the (unweighted) average of wage growth in 2002 amounted to 3.1 percent, falling to 1.7 in 2005. 


In the present year 2005, only three countries show wage growth above 3 percent, while in six countries growth remains below 1 percent. Wage growth is again highest in some of the new member states (Czech Republic, Hungary) and in candidate Bulgaria. However, not all new member states are performing well: in Slovakia wage growth remains below one percent and in Poland it reaches only 1.5 percent. 

	Table 7: Real average wage growth (%)

	
	2002
	2003
	2004
	2005
	Average

	Austria
	0.4
	0.6
	0.0
	0.3
	0.3

	Belgium
	2.4
	1.2
	0.4
	-0.3
	0.9

	Bulgaria
	1.5
	3.8
	4.2
	4.7
	3.6

	Czech Republic
	5.5
	6.5
	3.8
	4.5
	5.1

	Denmark
	1.6
	1.5
	1.9
	-
	1.7

	Estonia
	8.3
	9.3
	4.7
	-
	7.4

	France 
	1.5
	0.6
	0.9
	1.1
	1.0

	Germany
	0.7
	0.6
	-1.5
	-1.1
	-0.3

	Hungary
	13.0
	7.3
	-0.4
	7.2
	6.7

	Iceland
	2.2
	3.5
	1.5
	1.8
	2.3

	Ireland
	0.8
	2.3
	3.0
	2.3
	2.1

	Italy
	0.3
	0.8
	0.8
	1.5
	0.9

	Netherlands
	3.3
	1.7
	1.3
	-0.3
	1.5

	Norway
	4.4
	2.0
	3.1
	2.0
	2.9

	Poland
	1.6
	2.4
	0.5
	1.5
	1.5

	Portugal
	2.0
	-0.2
	0.8
	-
	0.9

	Slovakia
	13.9
	-5.5
	-0.6
	0.7
	2.1

	Slovenia
	2.1
	2.7
	2.4
	2.3
	2.4

	Spain
	1.0
	1.3
	0.6
	2.5
	1.4

	Sweden
	1.7
	3.1
	3.1
	2.6
	2.6

	Switzerland
	1.2
	0.8
	0.1
	0.3
	0.4

	UK
	0.3
	0.5
	0.3
	1.1
	0.6

	1 Per hour: Austria, Belgium, Estonia, Germany, Iceland, Ireland, Norway, Slovakia, Spain, 

Sweden, Switzerland, UK
Sources: ETUC questionnaires 2004/2005, Consensus Forecasts October 2005, German Federal Statistical Office.


Finally, it is of interest here to compare wage growth with productivity developments. This allows for an evaluation of the extent to which collective bargaining in the European countries conforms to the collective bargaining guideline of the ETUC. In the year 2000, the ETUC adopted a resolution on the coordination of collective bargaining, arguing that, over the medium term, nominal wages increases should at the very least compensate for inflation. In addition, wage increases should also reflect the greater part of productivity growth, with the remaining margin being used for qualitative improvements in working conditions.


Above, it was already shown that in some countries, in particular Germany, wage growth does not even compensate for inflation in certain years. Table 8 shows to what extent real wage growth compensates for productivity improvements. A negative score in the table means that real wage growth remains below productivity growth and vice versa. 

	Table 8: Real wage growth minus productivity growth*

	
	2002
	2003
	2004
	2005
	Average

	Austria
	-0.8
	-0.6
	-2.2
	-1.0
	-1.2

	Belgium
	0.7
	-1.0
	-1.1
	 -
	-0.9

	Bulgaria
	-3.0
	5.5
	0.9
	 -
	1.6

	France
	-1.8
	-0.5
	-0.7
	 -
	-1.0

	Germany
	-0.8
	-0.6
	-2.4
	-2.3
	-1.5

	Hungary
	9.7
	4.3
	-3.7
	-1.9
	2.0

	Iceland
	5.1
	-0.2
	-2.4
	-3.1
	-0.1

	Ireland
	-4.2
	0.3
	0.0
	1.3
	-0.7

	Italy
	1.0
	1.1
	0.3
	2.1
	1.2

	Netherlands
	2.7
	0.9
	-2.2
	-2.1
	-0.2

	Norway
	2.5
	0.6
	2.2
	 -
	1.5

	Poland
	-3.6
	-2.8
	-5.0
	 -
	-3.8

	Portugal
	2.0
	-0.2
	-0.3
	 -
	0.5

	Slovakia
	9.6
	-8.9
	-6.3
	-2.1
	-2.0

	Slovenia
	-1.8
	0.2
	-2.1
	-1.1
	-1.2

	Spain
	0.7
	0.9
	0.2
	 -
	1.0

	Sweden
	-2.8
	-0.6
	-0.6
	0.1
	-1.0

	Switzerland
	0.6
	0.0
	-2.2
	-1.0
	-0.9

	UK
	-1.0
	-1.4
	-2.4
	0.1
	-1.1

	In some countries wage and productivity growth is calculated per hour, in others per head. Per hour corresponds to Austria, Belgium, Germany, Ireland, Norway, Sweden, Switzerland, UK.
Sources: ETUC questionnaire 2005; Consensus Forecasts October 2005, German Federal Statistical Office.


In most European countries (14 out of 20 countries represented in the table), over the four-year period, real wage growth remains below productivity growth. In only three countries (Bulgaria, Hungary and Norway) did wage growth outperform productivity growth by 1.5 percent or more. Over these four years there were also three countries (Germany, Poland and Slovakia) where real wages trailed productivity by 1.5 percent or more. In these countries, workers have most difficulties in getting their productivity improvements translated into wage increases. 


A further striking aspect is the development over time. In 2002, in 9 countries real wages trailed productivity growth. In 2004, this already applied to 16 countries and, in 2005, of the countries for which data are available, wages have been growing more than productivity in only 2 countries. Also, in 2004, real wages trail productivity growth by 1.5 percent or more in no less than 10 countries, compared to 5 countries in 2002. 


Hence, most European countries conform to the ETUC guideline to the extent that, on average, over the four-year period, wage growth compensates for inflation, with the exception of Germany, where real wage growth is negative over this period. However, real wage growth remains clearly below productivity growth in most countries. Most recently though, as mentioned above, in 2005 there are 4 countries with negative real wage growth and only 2 where real wages outperform productivity. 

Wage developments are not the same in the public and private sector. In most countries, in the period 2002-2005, average annual wage growth was higher in the public sector than in the private sector (in 13 of the 19 countries in the table). In half of the countries the difference between the two sectors remains small however, i.e. below 1 percent. 

	Table 9: Public sector minus private sector wage increases

	
	2002
	2003
	2004
	2005
	Average

	Belgium
	0.3
	0.4
	-0.3
	1.3
	0.4

	Bulgaria
	4.3
	-0.4
	-8.1
	6.8
	0.7

	Czech Republic
	3.4
	3.7
	-1.2
	1.8
	1.9

	Denmark
	-1.0
	1.2
	0.4
	-
	0.2

	Estonia
	0.6
	1.4
	2.8
	4.1
	2.2

	France
	-
	0.1
	0.7
	-0.1
	0.2

	Hungary
	11.5
	5.7
	-6.4
	22.1
	8.2

	Iceland
	4.5
	0.0
	0.5
	-
	1.7

	Ireland
	3.4
	-2.1
	-0.5
	0.3
	0.3

	Italy
	0.7
	2.3
	-0.2
	0.3
	0.8

	Luxembourg
	-1.8
	-4.2
	-
	-
	-3.0

	Poland
	1.5
	1.9
	1.9
	3.7
	2.3

	Portugal 
	-0.8
	-2.1
	-1.8
	-0.5
	-1.3

	Romania
	2.7
	-8.1
	-7.1
	-
	-4.2

	Slovenia
	-1.2
	-1.4
	-3.9
	-1.6
	-2.0

	Spain
	-1.1
	-0.2
	0.2
	-0.2
	-0.3

	Sweden
	0.6
	0.6
	0.9
	0.2
	0.6

	Switzerland
	0.5
	0.0
	-0.3
	-0.6
	-0.1

	UK
	0.9
	0.5
	0.0
	0.0
	0.4

	Source: ETUC Questionnaire 2005.


It is interesting to note that in Hungary the public sector outperforms the private sector over this period by more than 8 percent annually, this being the result of a couple of major wage hikes in the public sector. Equally striking is the extent to which the public sector remains behind the private sector in Romania, more than 4 percent per year. No major changes in the general trend occur over the four years, with the exception of 2004, when in 10 out of 19 countries wages increased more in the private sector.


As to wage developments in 2006, especially in the countries with low wage growth, the unions underline the need for improvement. However, most unions expect similar or sometimes lower wage growth than in 2005, among other things because economic growth is expected to continue to be sluggish. In some of the new member states there are some hopes and expectations that high productivity growth will become better reflected in wage growth (Hungary, Poland, Czech Republic) while in Hungary 2006 is an election year, which may have a positive effect on public sector wages. In Slovakia nominal wages are expected to keep pace with only inflation. In the Netherlands wage growth is expected to be slightly higher than in 2005, while in Portugal wages are expected to improve considerably. 

4. Low pay

Low pay is of particular importance to the trade unions. For most unions increasing the lowest wages faster than the average wage is a key objective. Most unions also set targets for what they consider to be the socially acceptable level of minimum pay. These targets generally correspond to somewhere between 50-60 percent of the median wage, or are set in absolute terms (e.g. in Austria low pay is defined as below 14,000 Euro annually, in Belgium as below 1,956 Euro gross per month and in Sweden at 15,000 Crowns monthly). In practice, these targets are often long-term targets and intermediate targets are followed for yearly wage negotiations, or, in some cases, trajectories of when and how to increase the minimum wage are negotiated. 


In countries with a statutory minimum wage, union strategies to improve low pay generally focus first of all on this minimum wage, although sometimes higher minimum wages are agreed upon in collective agreements. This is a specific objective in, for example, France and Bulgaria where respectively 40 and 60 percent of sectoral or branch agreements include a minimum wage above the national one, and in Spain where such agreements cover 30 percent of workers falling under an agreement. In the Netherlands and Slovenia the unions try to get (part of) the wage increases agreed in absolute terms (i.e. in euros) instead of as a percentage of the wage, which works to the benefit of the lower paid. 

	Table 10: Minimum wage growth and % average wage

	Minimum wage growth (%)

	
	2002
	2003
	2004
	2005
	Average

	Belgium
	2.0
	2.0
	2.0
	2.0
	2.0

	Bulgaria
	14.9
	11.0
	9.0
	25.0
	15.0

	Czech Republic
	14.0
	8.8
	8.1
	7.2
	9.5

	Estonia
	15.6
	16.8
	14.8
	8.5
	13.9

	France 
	2.4
	5.3
	5.8
	5.5
	4.8

	Hungary 
	29.1
	10.1
	4.8
	7.5
	12.9

	Ireland
	6.7
	7.1
	2.9
	9.3
	6.5

	Luxembourg
	2.1
	5.7
	2.1
	-
	3.3

	Poland
	0.0
	5.2
	3.0
	3.0
	2.8

	Portugal
	4.1
	2.5
	2.5
	2.5
	2.9

	Romania
	25.0
	43.0
	12.0
	10.7
	22.7

	Slovakia
	13.2
	9.2
	6.9
	4.6
	8.5

	Slovenia
	14.1
	8.0
	5.4
	4.3
	8.0

	Spain
	2.0
	2.0
	8.8
	4.5
	4.3

	UK
	2.4
	7.1
	8.0
	4.1
	5.4

	Minimum wage as % average wage

	
	2002
	2003
	2004
	2005
	Average

	Bulgaria
	38.8
	40.3
	39.7
	47.3
	41.5

	Czech Republic
	35.9
	36.6
	37.0
	37.2
	36.7

	Estonia
	30.1
	32.1
	34.0
	33.5
	32.4

	Hungary 
	51.2
	49.3
	56.5
	54.8
	53.0

	Ireland
	50.7
	50
	49.6
	49.0
	49.8

	Luxembourg
	35.4
	36.6
	35.4
	-
	35.8

	Poland
	35.3
	36.3
	35.3
	34.2
	35.3

	Portugal 
	52.1
	48.3
	47.9
	-
	49.4

	Romania
	31.4
	36.4
	34.4
	32.3
	33.6

	Slovakia
	41.2
	42.3
	41.3
	40.0
	41.2

	Slovenia
	42.0
	42.0
	44.0
	43.0
	42.8

	Spain
	36.2
	35.6
	36.5
	40.1
	37.1

	UK
	35.8
	38.4
	37.7
	-
	37.3

	Source: ETUC Questionnaires 2004 and 2005



In 2002-2005, in all countries with a statutory minimum wage that are included in Table 10, the growth of the statutory minimum wage was equal to inflation (Belgium and Portugal) or higher than inflation (the rest). Hence, the real value of the minimum wage was safeguarded everywhere and in most countries it increased. Minimum wage growth has been particularly strong in the new member states, in Ireland and the UK, and in the candidate countries. 

Compared to average wages, huge differences are apparent between countries as to the relative value of the minimum wage. Developments over time are also quite diverse. While in some countries the relative value of the minimum wage seems to be increasing over time (Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Spain), in others it seems to be decreasing (Ireland, Portugal, Slovakia), and in the rest no clear trend can be observed. 

In countries where there is no such statutory minimum wage collective bargaining plays a more central role, and minimum wages are normally defined in sectoral agreements. Also, unions  aim to improve the situation of the lowest paid through collective bargaining. For example, in Austria, in the low wage sectors, the union target for low pay is largely respected in wage negotiations. In Sweden, in most collective agreements the lowest paid receive higher-than-average wage increases.   

5. Working time

Working time has been at the centre of collective bargaining once again in 2005. Continuing last year’s trend, developments this year confirm that we are witnessing a sort of ‘paradigm change’ in bargaining on working time. Until recently workers and employers concluded numerous agreements exchanging working time reductions for increased working time flexibility. However, in the last couple of years, employers, often with support from governments, reject further working time reductions and push for working time extensions without compensation and for increased working time flexibility. They argue that this is necessary because of international competitive pressure and often threaten to relocate their operations if their demands are not satisfied. In the EU15 especially, there are more and more cases of concession bargaining that renegotiate working time regulations to the detriment of the workers. Though trade unions often retain working time reductions as a major objective, they are currently proving hard to achieve. In particular in the UK, unions are also fighting for an end to the opt-out to the EU Working Time Directive, which they see as the only way to bring down the number of people working more than 48 hours a week.  

Indeed, with few exceptions, in the EU15 working time reductions have come to an end and in several cases a tendency towards working time extensions can be observed. Unions generally oppose such extensions, but do so more successfully in some countries than in others. In the new member states too, where workers generally work more hours per week than in the EU15, working time reduction is coming to an end and – in Slovakia for example – employers are already pushing for working time extension. 


Working time flexibility has been increasing around Europe, both through legislative changes and collective agreements. This includes regulations on the flexible scheduling of working time with prolonged reference periods, overtime and its compensation, weekend work, reduced working time in case of recessions, etc. As a result, collective agreements have in many cases become an instrument to increase working time flexibility. Such flexibility is largely to the benefit of the employers. However, unions are also increasingly trying to negotiate ‘worker-friendly’ working time regulations, in particular to allow for a better combination of work and non-work activities. 

6. Gender equality

Gender equality is an important issue for trade unions around Europe and most have clear objectives in this field. These generally concern equal pay, equal access to employment, equal access to training, a reduction of the unfavourable effects of parenthood on career and employment chances, working time arrangements allowing for a positive combination of work and family life, etc. Many unions have broad gender mainstreaming and gender equality programmes, as well as campaigns on more specific issues. However, very little of this seems to be reflected in collective agreements. While most countries underline the importance of the issue, most also state that only few collective agreements include important gender equality measures. 


Nonetheless, there are a few interesting examples. In Spain the National Agreement on Collective Bargaining, signed by the social partners, provides a set of gender equality criteria that should be incorporated into collective agreements. In Sweden recent wage agreements tend to favour low-wage sectors where women are often over-represented. In the UK, the TUC conducted a gender audit which shows that just over half of the unions report negotiating success in the area of women’s pay, with equal pay audits being negotiated frequently. Also, in the National Health Service a regarding exercise was conducted following gender equality claims. In Belgium also re-classifications designed to promote gender equality have been negotiated and adopted in a number of sectors.

7. Training and life-long learning

In most countries, training and lifelong learning is considered a key issue for trade unions. Further training and education is seen as an important factor to improve the employment chances of workers and to strengthen productivity. This is especially the case for specific vulnerable groups like the young and the unskilled. Training is also seen as a necessary element of processes of enterprise restructuring and relocation, in order to re-employ workers in the same enterprise or to help them find new employment. Hence, unions are trying to improve access to training for workers, as well as to improve national, sectoral and/or enterprise training systems, including securing the necessary financial means. In a number of cases, trade union demands concern an individual right to training, which is also the subject of a common European demand issued by the European Metalworkers Federation. In the new member states especially, financing of training is a key issue to be resolved. 


The importance attached to training is reflected in some – but not all – countries in the fact that collective agreements frequently deal with this issue. For example, in Bulgaria, in a number of sectors agreements have been concluded on the right to training and the creation of training funds. In France, many branch agreements have been reached on life-long learning and training for young people, while at the inter-professional level an agreement is in force on the validation of skills and experience. In Hungary, training is included in 600 collective agreements covering 350,000 employees. In Italy, the bilateral vocational training funds are finally up and running. In the Netherlands there is a widespread practice of employability agreements, including lifelong learning issues, while in the UK trade unions are involved in many workplace training projects through the Union Learning Fund and Union Learning Representatives and an important lifelong learning agreement has also been concluded in the National Health Service. 

8. Conclusion

The main points made in this report are that both wages and working time are under pressure. There is a decelerating trend in wage growth, which raises fears of a downward wage spiral. Decelerating wage growth results both from slow economic growth and increasing difficulties for unions in getting productivity improvements translated into wage growth in the context of high unemployment and fears about job security. Employers and often also governments argue for wage moderation for the sake of international competitiveness and the threat of relocation is becoming part and parcel of bargaining strategies. This is also true of working time, where there is heavy pressure for both working time extensions and increased working time flexibility. To avoid being played off against each other, workers and trade unions should be aware of these general trends and react to them not only at the national but also at the transnational level, by exchanging information and coordinating their strategies and activities. In this way, unions could attempt to avoid negative competition on wages and working conditions. Acting together at European level they may also join in the calls for changes to economic policy that are needed at national and European level in order to achieve a better growth performance.  
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