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Introduction 

This Working Paper originates from a research project carried out following a call for tenders 
from the European Commission1. Our aim was, firstly, to gather together all the joint 
documents generated by the sectoral social dialogue (i.e. ones issued by officially established 
committees) since 1997, in as many language versions as were available, in order to form a 
database. Secondly, we set out to highlight the dynamics driving forward - or not driving 
forward - sectoral dialogue. We had been asked to devise an overall typology, not to write a 
monograph of each sector describing its background and specific features. The intention was 
therefore to obtain an overview of sectoral social dialogue in Europe. One of the principles of 
comparative research in the social sciences is to strike a balance between a reduced number of 
possible variables and a maximum degree of coherence within categories. 

Thereafter, we delved more deeply into certain aspects of this study. First of all, we 
analysed and classified all the documents produced by the sectoral social dialogue from its 
origins until the present day. Thus our database now comprises more than 378 agreements, 
classified according to the categories we devised. The Commission has put on line all the 
agreements of 1997-2005 using categories which are slightly different from ours. 
http://ec.europa.eu/employment_social/social_dialogue/index_en.htm. Secondly, we conduc-
ted a more in-depth study (Pochet and Degryse, 2005) of the sectors covered by UNI-
Europa, at that organisation’s behest. Thirdly, we researched the textiles sector more 
thoroughly in a report for the ILO (Pochet, 2005c).  

Overall, we have adapted the research conducted on behalf of the Commission for the 
purposes of this English version. Not only have we taken into account the events of 2004, 
which moreover confirm our analysis, but we have also added information about three 
new committees: chemicals, local and regional government, and audiovisual. Finally, less 
significantly, we have made a few amendments to the original report, mainly in respect of 
style or detail. 

Little research has so far been carried out on the sectoral level and its Europeanisation. 
Whereas some sectors are relatively homogeneous, others encompass extremely diverse 
sub-sectors. It is worth noting here that sectoral social dialogue began eight years before 
cross-industry dialogue, and has led to many more joint documents (approximately 360 as 
against 50). This is due partly to the number of sectors - and players - concerned, and 
partly to the fact that the definition of what is a product (joint document) of the sectoral 
dialogue is more flexible than in the cross-industry dialogue, where joint studies, letters, 
etc. are not normally taken into account. 

Once we have presented our methodological framework, we shall begin by describing how the 
structure of sectoral social dialogue took shape over time and how its twofold function - 
consultation and negotiation - emerged. The next two sections will be devoted to a 
presentation of our findings. This will enable us to determine the dynamics at work in the 
different sectoral dialogues: through a quantitative analysis of the number and characteristics 
of texts held in the database; and through a qualitative analysis of the responses obtained in 
our interviews and questionnaires. Based on these first steps, we have drawn up a typology. 

                                                 
1 Final report “Dialogue social sectoriel”, Contract VC/2003/0400 – SI2.365647. 
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1. Methodological framework 

It was not an easy matter to get hold of each and every joint document arising out of the 
sectoral social dialogue, given their dispersion among various organisations which 
generally tend to have very short institutional memories. We had relatively little difficulty 
in obtaining interviews with the heads of the organisations concerned2. The questionnaire 
served as a guide for the interviews and was sent out to 42 organisations, most of which 
provided a considered response. Some did not see fit to respond in detail. Only two 
questionnaires were not returned at all. A wealth of complex information was supplied, 
each sector being a world unto itself. So it goes without saying that the “sectoral level” 
encompasses a lot of diversity. This corpus of first-hand information gives us ample 
research material. Our project is a first step for having a global view of the dynamics at 
work at sectoral level and will need to be followed up and complemented in future by 
other studies (see suggestions for future research in the Conclusion).  

1.1. The database 3 

The database available at the OSE (Observatoire social européen) contains more than 378 
joint documents. By “joint documents” we mean all the texts which have been signed by 
the social partners and emanate from the 31 official European Sectoral Social Dialogue 
Committees (SSDCs) recognised in 2004. 

We examined 225 joint documents for the period covered by this study. We systematically 
noted the themes, types, addressees and whether or not there was provision for follow-up. 

We will detail the definition we adopted and the choices we made in the following paragraphs. 

Theme: we have distinguished the following eleven themes: 

a. Health and safety 

b. Training 

c. Employment 

d. Working time 

e. Social dialogue (NB: including 26 sets of “rules of procedure”) 

f. Enlargement (NB: the texts on enlargement mainly deal with the extension of social 
dialogue to the east European countries) 

g. Working conditions (NB: including non-standard forms of work: telework, undeclared 
employment, etc.) 

                                                 
2 We conducted 16 interviews in the European Industry Federations (EIFs) and 13 in the European 

Sectoral Federations of Employers (ESFEs), i.e. a total of 29 discussions with representatives of 
European social partner organisations. The interviews ranged in length from 45 minutes to 4 hours, with 
most lasting between 1 hour 30 minutes and 2 hours, and totalled over 50 hours altogether. A standard 
questionnaire of 44 questions was sent out to the 42 bodies which were not interviewed. The 
questionnaire covered numerous fields since we wished to have sufficient information to test various 
hypotheses, many of which then proved inappropriate. Christophe Degryse and Philippe Pochet 
subsequently held more than 15 interviews for the UNI-Europa study. 

3 The initial database was coordinated by Anne Dufresne with the assistance of Dominique Jadot 
(documentalist) and Renaud Smoes (webmaster). 
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h. Non-discrimination (NB: including gender equality)  

i. Sustainable development (including environment) 

j. Economic and/or sectoral policies  

k. Social aspects of Community policies (social consequences of sectoral strategies). 

In the main, the themes selected correspond to those put forward by the European 
Commission in its Industrial Relations Report for 2000. Not entirely, however, since in 
our opinion the nine themes proposed by the Commission would not cater for all of the 
themes covered by recent joint documents. We therefore made a few alterations. 

The first seven themes cited above (from a to g) were preserved. The “gender equality” 
category was reformulated more broadly: “non-discrimination”. By contrast, we abolished 
the “analysis and statistics” category, for which there were only a few older documents. 

The most significant change we made was to deconstruct the “politics and economics” 
theme, which had hitherto conflated two separate aspects: 

j. “Economic and/or sectoral policies”, corresponding to technical matters of sectoral, 
economic, industrial or commercial strategy; 

k. “Social aspects of Community policies”, corresponding to the social consequences of 
those policies. 

We added one last category: i. “sustainable development”. 

At this point we should explain more precisely what is covered by these categories. 
“Employment” corresponds to employment policies (contributions by the sectoral players 
to the Lisbon summit) and job losses (e.g. in sectors undergoing restructuring). The 
“working time” category relates almost exclusively to agreements connected with the 
working time directive. The “working conditions” theme includes so-called non-standard 
forms of employment: telework, combating undeclared employment, etc. This last 
category also differs from “social aspects of Community policies” in that it comprises 
sector-specific social problems and not the social consequences of sectoral policies. 

We also realised that many joint documents covered more than one theme. For this reason 
we added to the database a second field concerning themes, so as to be able to enter more 
than one category appearing in the same joint document. We placed in this second field 
the same items as in the first field, while adding two other themes: “statistics” and “pay”, 
which appear in certain documents but not as a principal topic. 

Type: six categories 

The documents had hitherto been classified as either “agreements” or “joint positions”, 
which gave no scope for a more probing analysis. A detailed examination of the joint texts 
led us to distinguish six categories, defined as follows: 

a) Agreements  

This category covers agreements negotiated between the European social partners 
(pursuant to Article 139), intended for national organisations and with a follow-up 
procedure determining precise mechanisms and deadlines for implementation. Agreements 
may be converted into directives - as happened on working time - but some are not - e.g. 
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telework (in this case, implementation complied with the procedures and practices specific 
to the social partners and the Member States). 

b) Recommendations 

This category comprises texts whose provisions are drawn up by the European social 
partners, intended for national organisations, and for which a follow-up and evaluation 
procedure is laid down at national and European level (see below our definition of 
“follow-up” and “implementation”). Although we did not wish to use the term, it is quite 
similar to the open method of coordination. 

This category is divided into two sub-categories: “codes of conduct” and “frameworks of 
action” 4. 

c) Common positions 

This category encompasses texts addressed to the European institutions. These texts may 
be produced under very different circumstances. For example, the social partners may: 

- be consulted in the SSD about a draft social policy directive (Articles 138-139); 

- comment on a Commission document (Green Paper, Communication, etc.) at their own 
initiative, and not necessarily in the social policy field; 

- call on the Commission to act in a field which, they believe, falls within the purview of 
Community action. 

Sometimes the prime purpose of a common position is very obvious but, in other cases, it 
may be vague due to having been watered down by the range of issues covered. 

d) Declarations 

This category corresponds to “declarations of intent” drawn up by the European social 
partners, intended for national organisations or for themselves, and where no explicit 
follow-up procedures are set out in the text. To be absolutely precise, follow-up may have 
been organised at a later stage or else the subject may subsequently have been taken up at 
European level5. 

e) Tools  

This category covers various products: studies (only studies carried out jointly by the 
social partners were taken into account; not ones by European and/or national consultants); 
handbooks; glossaries and databases. 

                                                 
4 The “recommendations” category corresponds to the “process-oriented texts” category defined by the 

European Commission in its Communication “Partnership for change in an enlarged Europe - Enhancing 
the contribution of European social dialogue” (CEC, 2004a). The Commission adds a third sub-category 
entitled “policy orientations” (which, in our view, overlaps with “frameworks of action”). 

5 Our two categories “common positions” and “declarations” correspond to the “joint opinions and tools” 
category defined by the European Commission in its Communication “Partnership for change in an 
enlarged Europe - Enhancing the contribution of European social dialogue” (CEC, 2004a). Unlike the 
Commission, we chose to distinguish between texts addressed to the European institutions (common 
positions) and texts addressed to the national and/or European social partners themselves (declarations). 
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f) Rules of procedure 

Rules of procedure are recognition agreements between the social partners. These contain 
an explicit set of operating instructions as well as, usually, the topics to be addressed and 
how to do so (consultation, joint texts, negotiation). This category is open to debate: as we 
have said, the adoption of rules of procedure was a precondition laid down by the 
Commission for recognition of a Sectoral Social Dialogue Committee. The ruling has 
however been applied flexibly. Moreover, whereas some rules of procedure result from a 
formal procedure, most of them contain specific provisions which are apparently the result 
of negotiations. They set out the scope, limits, exceptions and principal topics of the 
dialogue. That is why we decided to consider them as “joint documents”. 

As with any attempt at classification, there are marginal cases which caused us some 
difficulty. We followed a two-stage approach so as to minimise the risks of subjectivity 
and error. First of all, each one of us classified the texts in the sectors for which he/she 
was responsible. We then spent an entire day checking through all the texts together. In 
this way we were able to argue our case and, in most cases, reach an agreement among 
ourselves. In certain instances we had to take a vote in order to decide on the closest 
category. 

Addressee: five categories, namely: 

a) European social partners 

b) European institutions 

c) National organisations 

d) Companies 

e) National authorities 

Category a) comprises commitments made between the European social partners themselves, 
the first of these being their rules of procedure (see above). For the remainder, it is 
important to distinguish whether the joint document is intended for Community bodies 
(Commission, Council) or for national organisations affiliated to trade unions or employers’ 
federations. It can equally happen that a document is addressed to both levels at once (b + c). 
We have added companies, since they are sometimes referred to as well as national 
organisations. We have also added national authorities, which are mentioned in various 
joint texts, even though they are never the principal addressees of documents. 
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2. Social dialogue: an ambiguous exercise 

2.1. A long history of consultative social dialogue 

1960s - 1970s 

At the very inception of the original six-member European Economic Community (EEC), 
a first group of six joint committees, composed of members appointed by the Commission 
(with an equal number of employers and employees) was established in the sectors 
covered by the “integrated” common policies: mines (1952), agriculture (1974), road 
transport (1965), inland waterways (1967), fishing (1974) and railways (1972)6. This was 
the dominant form of social dialogue at the time - during the 1960s and 1970s - except in 
the sugar sector which, at the request of that sector’s social partners, created an initial 
informal working group as early as 1968/1969 (see below). 

1980s - 1990s 

A second group of joint committees took shape in the late 1980s and early 1990s in the 
following sectors: sea transport (1987), civil aviation (1990), telecommunications (1990) 
and postal services (1994). It rapidly became apparent during the course of the 1980s that 
the initial goals pursued by the joint committees - namely to help build a European system 
of industrial relations and promote collective bargaining - were over-ambitious. The time 
was not ripe for establishing a Community-level bargaining policy. 

Following the example set by the sugar sector in the late 1960s, a number of informal 
working groups (IWGs) were established during the 1980s with the Commission’s 
backing. They were intended to promote a more pragmatic and flexible form of social 
dialogue in several sectors: Horeca (1983), commerce (1985), insurance (1987), banking 
(1990), etc. These committees sought to forge mutual understanding and trust between the 
two sides of industry. Just like UNICE (Union of Industrial and Employers’ 
Confederations of Europe), the sectoral employers’ representatives did not wish to take 
dialogue any further than that at the time. 

In 1991 the Social Protocol laid down a legal framework which opened up new scope for 
dialogue at cross-industry level as well as in individual sectors. The entry into force of the 
Maastricht Treaty (and its Protocol on Social Policy) obliged the Commission to consult 
the social partners prior to the adoption of a legislative proposal in the following areas: 

- improvement in particular of the working environment to protect workers’ health and safety; 

- working conditions; 

- the information and consultation of workers; 

- equality between men and women with regard to labour market opportunities and treatment 
at work; 

- the integration of persons excluded from the labour market; 

- social security and social protection of workers; 

- protection of workers where their employment contract is terminated; 

                                                 
6 Other advisory committees were also created between 1958 and 1969, but without equal employer/ 

employee representation. These included product-specific agricultural committees and the committee on 
the social problems of farm workers. 



Philippe Pochet, Anne Dufresne, Christophe Degryse, Dominique Jadot 

14 European sectoral social dialogue 1997-2004 

- representation and collective defence of the interests of workers and employers;  

- conditions of employment for third-country nationals legally residing in Community 
territory; 

- financial contributions for promotion of employment and job-creation, without prejudice to 
the provisions relating to the Social Fund. 

Article 138 of the Treaty gives the social partners the right to be consulted in two stages: 
firstly, on the advisability, general thrust and content of a proposal (Pochet, 2003). Following 
this consultation, the organisations consulted may forward an opinion or a recommendation 
to the Commission. Secondly, they may alternatively inform the Commission of their 
intention to open negotiations on the topic discussed in the consultations. In that case, 
management and labour are granted an initial nine-month period in which to reach an 
agreement. If they fail to take an initiative, the Commission resumes control. 

2.2. The “new” Committees 

Following its framework decision of 20 May 1998 (CEC, 1998), the Commission decided 
on 1 January 1999 to harmonise the system, replacing both of the former types of body 
with Sectoral Social Dialogue Committees (SSDCs), “intended to promote dialogue 
between the social partners at European level”. Thus sectoral social dialogue was put on 
an institutional footing as an extension of the cross-industry social dialogue initiated at 
Val Duchesse in 1985. Whereas the ETUC (European Trade Union Confederation) went 
along with the Commission in this reform process, UNICE (Union of Industrial and 
Employers’ Confederations of Europe) objected to the perceived loss of social partner 
autonomy. This point of view can be explained by the fact that a number of sectoral 
employers’ organisations do not regard themselves as “social partners”. 

What are the new rules of the game? SSDCs are formed by joint request of the two sides 
of industry and ultimately approved by the Commission on the basis of their 
representativeness: European employer and employee organisations must be sufficiently 
representative at European level. They must: 

- relate to specific sectors or categories and be organised at European level; 

- consist of organisations which are themselves an integral and recognised part of Member 
States’ social partner structures and have the capacity to negotiate agreements, and which 
are representative of several Member States; 

- have adequate structures to ensure their effective participation in the consultation process. 

SSDCs comprise a maximum of 40 representatives (with an equal number from both sides 
of industry). They are chaired either by one of the social partner representatives or, at their 
request, by the Commission representative who in all events acts as the committee secretary. 
Each committee is expected to adopt its own rules of procedure, yet according to our 
information just 24 of the 31 Committees have rules of procedure7. Each Committee must 
also adopt a work programme (often annual). They hold at least one plenary meeting per 
year and handle more specific matters at enlarged secretariat meetings or in restricted 
working groups. The negotiating mandate is determined by national organisations: the 
Commission has not laid down any rules as to the means of approving joint texts. 

                                                 
7 According to the Commission, some sectors do not wish to disclose their rules of procedure. 
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The 31 Sectoral Social Dialogue Committees  
officially established (at 31 December 2004) in alphabetical order 

Sector Employees  Employers Former joint 
committees 

Informal 
working groups 

SSD 
committees 

Agriculture EFFAT (1) (2000) GEOPA/COPA (1958) 1964  1999 

Audiovisual UNI-MEI (1999), 
EFJ, FIA (1952), FIM 

EBU, ACT, AER, CEPI, 
FIAPF 

  2004 

Banking UNI-Europa (2000) FBE (1960), ESBG (1963), 
EACB (1970) 

 1990 1999 

Chemical industry EMCEF (1996) ECEG   2004 

Civil aviation ETF (1999), ECA 
(1991) 

ACI-Europe (1991), CANSO 
(1998), ERA (1980), IACA 
(1971), AEA (1973) 

1990  2000 

Cleaning industry UNI-Europa (2000) EFCI (1988)  1992 1999 

Commerce UNI-Europa (2000) EuroCommerce (1993)  1985 1999 

Construction EFBWW (1984) FIEC (1905)  1992 1999 

Electricity FSESP/EPSU (1974), 
EMCEF (1996) 

Eurelectric (1999)  1996 2000 

Footwear ETUF-TCL (1964) CEC (1959)  1982 1999 

Furniture EFBWW (1984) UEA (1954)   2001 

Horeca/Tourism EFFAT (2000) Hotrec (1992)  1983 1999 

Inland waterways ETF (1999) UENF (2001), ESI/OEB 1967  1999 

Insurance UNI-Europa (1) 
(2000) 

CEA (1953), BIPAR (1937), 
ACME (1978) 

 1987 1999 

Live performance EAEA (1999) Pearle (1991)   1999 

Local and regional 
government 

EPSU (1978) CEMR-EP (1951)  1996 2004 

Mines EMCEF (1996) APEP (1983), EURACOAL 
(1953), Euromines (1995) 

1952  2002 

Personal services 
(hairdressing) 

UNI-Europa (2000) CIC Europe (1991)  1998 1999 

Postal services UNI-Europa (2000) PostEurop (1993) 1994  1999 

Private security UNI-Europa (2000) CoESS (1989)  1993 1999 

Railways ETF (1999) CER (3) (2002) 1972  1999 

Road transport ETF (1999) IRU (1948) 1965  2000 

Sea fishing ETF (1999) Europêche/COGECA (1959) 1974  1999 

Sea transport ETF (1999) ECSA (1990) 1987  1999 

Shipbuilding EMF (1971) CESA (1965)   2003 

Sugar EFFAT (2000) CEFS (1954)  1969 1999 

Tanning and leather ETUF-TCL (1964) COTANCE (1957)  1999 2001 

Telecommunications UNI-Europa (2000) ETNO (1991) 1990  1999 

Temporary work UNI-Europa (2000) EuroCIETT (1967)   1999 

Textiles/clothing ETUF-TCL (1964) Euratex (1995)  1992 1999 

Woodworking EFBWW (1984) CEI-Bois (1952)  1994 2000 

Total 11 EIFs 48 ESFEs   31 

Source: Table updated and completed, Industrial Relations 2002. 
(1). Federation formerly known as EFA – founded in 1958. 
(2). EURO-FIET (1972) – ECF-IUF (1981). 
(3). Federation formerly known as CCFE – founded in 1988. 
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The number of SSDCs has grown since the reform: the sectors organised into Committees 
increased from 20 in 1997 (just before SSDCs began to be created) to 31 in 2004. More 
precisely, ten joint committees and 16 informal working groups were transformed into 
SSDCs, while five sectors established new-style Committees directly: live performance 
(1999), temporary workers (1999), furniture (2001), shipbuilding (2003), audiovisual 
(2004) and local and regional government (2004) (see table below). It is noticeable that 
two sectors with a tradition of national collective bargaining are not on the list as yet: 
metalworking and public services. This state of affairs may change due to external factors 
(for instance, the chemical sector did not form a SSDC until 2004, and it did so then 
primarily as a result of the REACH proposal (CEC, 2003a); as for metalworking, the end 
of the ECSC could bring about some progress). 

It is important to bear in mind that the 31 sectors are anything but homogeneous in terms 
of the number of enterprises and of jobs. Some of them (e.g. civil aviation, tanning and 
leather) comprise only a few thousand enterprises - or only a few hundred in the case of 
the railways - whereas others (commerce, Horeca, construction) encompass several 
million. The same goes for jobs: the figure ranges from around 20 000 in the inland 
waterways sector to over 20 million in commerce. The table below gives an indication of 
the workforce in each sector. These figures would undoubtedly benefit from fine-tuning: 
the number of full-time, part-time, freelance employees, etc. But we should also point out 
the enormous variety, even divergence, in our sources, as well as the fact that we received 
very few responses to this aspect of our questionnaire. This table should therefore be read 
as a general guide rather than a set of hard-and-fast data. 

Number of jobs per sector (to the nearest hundred thousand) 

More than 20 000 000  
Commerce 23 500 000 (2002) 

More than 10 000 000  
Construction 11 800 000 (2002) 
Local and regional government 8 000 000 (2004) (3) 
Horeca/tourism 6 400 000 (2001) 

More than 5 000 000  
Agriculture 5 500 000 (2004) (1) (2) 

More than 3 000 000  
Banking 3 400 000 (2000) 

More than 2 000 000  
Temporary work 2 800 000 (2004) 
Live performance 2 700 000 to 3 900 000 (2002) 
Road transport  2 600 000 (2000) 
Cleaning industry 2 600 000 (2001) 
Textiles/clothing 2 200 000 (2004) 

More than 1 000 000  
Chemical industry 2 000 000 (2004) (3) 
Postal services 1 700 000 (2004) 
Railways  1 300 000 (2002) 
Telecommunications 1 300 000 (2000) 
Insurance  1 000 000 (2002) 
Personal services  +1 000 000 (2001) 
Private security 1 000 000 (2004) 
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More than 500 000  
Furniture 850 000 (2003) 
Audiovisual 700 000 (2004) (3) 
Electricity 500 000 (2000) 

More than 100 000  
Civil aviation  400 000 (2000) 
Woodworking  350 000 (no date) 
Shipbuilding  350 000 (2002) 
Footwear (manufacturing) 300 000 (2002) 
Sea transport 200 000 (2003) 
Sea fishing 100 000 (1996) 
Mines 100 000 (2003) 

Between 0 and 100 000  
Tanning and leather 50 000 (2002) 
Sugar 30 000 (2004) 
Inland waterways 20 000 (2002) 

(1) One million permanent employees and 4.5 million seasonal workers. 

(2) The figures followed by (2004) come from data gathered from the questionnaires sent out to federations. 

(3) According to the words of Ms Odile Quintin at the inaugural meetings of the new committees. 
 

Interestingly, the Commission always considered that both types of committee (joint and 
informal) fulfilled the same role and the same tasks. They could be consulted by the 
Commission on social policy matters and were free to initiate their own joint activities. 
Before the reform, these bodies set great store by their advisory role, even though certain 
sectors had developed a more autonomous dialogue. The social partners had expressed a 
desire to create a new committee for two reasons: as a starting-point for possible 
consultations by the Commission, and as a means of taking initiatives of their own or 
holding sectoral negotiations. Even nowadays, however, the operation of the SSDCs is 
still couched in ambiguity. Some still prioritise their advisory role rather than the 
autonomous dimension of their activities. As one Commission representative put it, “even 
though certain Committees were founded so as to have a life of their own, they have still 
not quite realised what they could be doing by way of social dialogue”. 

The social partners have varying opinions about the establishment of SSDCs. Many 
organisations view the alterations made since 1998 as purely formal: “the nature of our 
exchanges has not altered”; “the SSDC merely replicates the situation that existed 
before”. Some interviewees explained that “the formalisation of the SSDC responds to 
the Commission’s administrative and political requirements and not to an intrinsic need 
for them”. The aim of this Commission “reform” was to streamline dialogue by reducing 
the number of members sitting on each Committee; to cover all major sectors; and to 
boost cross-sectoral coordination. Yet in some quarters it is seen as a general change for 
the better: “dialogue is more structured and regular”. The reform is thought to have 
improved consultation – “relations with the other DGs have become more systematic” - 
and/or negotiation: “the agreement on the annual work programme is an important step. 
Our ultimate aim is to hold real negotiations”. 1998 represented a step-change, 
particularly for certain sectors: “companies no longer put forward their own points of 
view but those of their association”. On the other hand, “it was easier to achieve joint 
opinions before the establishment of SSDCs because committee meetings were only 
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attended by people who were keen. Since 1999, all the operators are present, and some 
of them engage in stonewalling”. Further: “we work on the basis of consensus, and 
matters are rarely put to the vote. Before the SSDC was established, we adopted joint 
declarations by voting. The creation of the SSDC has somewhat weakened the force of 
our joint opinions, even though we still maintain a good, trusting relationship”. Finally, 
some people regard the reform as a major improvement: “we discuss subjects that were 
subjects of consultation before. The formation of the SSDC has made it possible to 
acknowledge these efforts and become more proactive in seeking overall solutions on 
matters of common interest”. 

2.3. Role of the Commission 

In the cross-industry dialogue, three stages in the development of the Commission’s 
role can be identified. Between 1985 and 1993 it acted as a genuine mediator, the only 
channel through which social dialogue passed. It chaired meetings and drew up draft joint 
opinions for discussion by the social partners. From 1993 onwards, the Maastricht Treaty 
generated scope for autonomous discussion, the main innovation being the launch of the 
first negotiations resulting in European collective agreements which were then extended 
erga omnes by means of a directive. Since 2002, following the European social partners’ 
Laeken Declaration (see section 2.4 below), the dialogue has gained even more autonomy 
and two poles can be distinguished: one being the social partners, who have adopted a 
bilateral work programme, and the other being the Commission (Degryse, 2003). 
Relations between the two sides of industry and the Commission have therefore evolved 
significantly. The Commission is no longer a guardian but a fully-fledged “partner”, 
according to a Commission representative. 

At sectoral level, the present configuration of the various players’ roles corresponds to the 
post-1993 situation in the cross-industry dialogue: the Commission still plays an active 
part in general. There is however a growing trend towards increased autonomy. As one 
stakeholder put it, “we regard social dialogue as a dialogue and not a trialogue”. We 
shall see below how and to what extent this empowerment of the players is reflected in 
their output of joint documents. 

This evolution in the Commission’s role has been matched by an evolution in the very 
definition of the role and content of social dialogue over the course of the four 
Communications which the Commission has devoted to social dialogue (1996, 1998, 2002 
and 2004). 

In its 1996 Communication (see CEC, 1996 and 1993 and Bulletin 12-1993, point 
1.2.163), the Commission points out that European-level social dialogue comprises: 

- discussions between the social partners; 

- their joint actions; 

- any negotiations they may hold, and 

- discussions between the social partners and the European Union institutions. 

The Commission recalls that historically, ever since the European Coal and Steel 
Community, the two sides of industry have played the dual role of expressing their 
opinions to the EU institutions and of informing their members about EU initiatives of 
direct concern to them. It does however stress that developments during the 1990s in terms 
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of employment policy coordination paved the way towards a more prominent role for the 
social partners, enabling them to support, complement and perhaps even correct 
Community action in this field. This fresh perspective raises questions about players and 
levels: 

- interplay between the cross-industry and sectoral dialogues; 

- interplay between sectors and transnational companies; 

- interplay between the European level and the national and sectoral levels. 

The 1998 Communication (CEC, 1998) mainly advocates extending the social partners’ 
field of action to encompass new areas: modernising the organisation of work, 
anticipating structural change and providing backup for restructuring, adapting terms 
and conditions of employment to allow for the development of new forms of work, 
reconciling family life and working life, integrating young people into the world of work 
and access to vocational training. It concludes that consultation procedures need to be 
updated at both the cross-industry and sectoral levels (systematic consultation on all 
major economic and social policy changes). As for the sectoral level: “The Commission 
receives input from the sectoral social partners on Community policy through 
consultations on a number of social policy initiatives and, in the sectors where there is a 
common policy, on the formulation and implementation of sectoral policies. The sector-
specific consultations are aimed at improving and harmonising working conditions and 
also, in some cases, improving the economic and competitive position of the sector 
concerned.” 

In the Commission’s 2002 Communication (CEC, 2002), the European role of social 
dialogue is analysed in the context of the Lisbon strategy (2000). It is “acknowledged to 
be an essential component of the European model of society and development, with high-
quality social protection, investment in education and qualifications and reforms designed 
to improve dynamism in the economy”. Social dialogue - in its two forms of consultation 
and bargaining - becomes “a component of democratic government and also of economic 
and social modernisation, as set out in the Lisbon strategy, the agenda that will take us to 
the end of the decade.” This time, the social partners’ role not only involves talks about 
employment but also touches on economic policy and social protection. This extension is 
accompanied by an appeal to the two sides of industry to determine new kinds of practices 
(based for example on the open method of coordination). Finally, the Commission insists 
on improved follow-up and implementation of the texts adopted. 

The 2004 Communication (CEC, 2004a) endeavours more specifically to clarify the 
outcomes of social dialogue. In it, the Commission reviews developments in both the 
cross-industry and sectoral social dialogues, along with the challenges confronting it, 
especially enlargement (technical capacity of the social partners in the new Member 
States, national systems of industrial relations, an increased variety of existing traditions, 
etc.) and the management of economic and social change, which it believes to be the 
prime purpose of European social dialogue. The Commission starts from the premise that 
many social dialogue texts contain vague, imprecise follow-up provisions. Moreover, the 
significance and status of the documents adopted are often unclear. For this reason it 
proposes some new terminology which the social partners are invited to draw on when 
producing their texts. Four broad categories are set out: agreements (implemented in 
accordance with Article 139(2)); “process-oriented” texts (encompassing frameworks of 
action, guidelines, codes of conduct and policy orientations); joint opinions and tools; and 
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lastly procedural texts (laying down rules for bipartitie dialogue and rules of procedure for 
SSDCs) 8.  

Trend from 1996 to 2004 

Overall, therefore, between 1996 and 2004 the Commission called on the social partners to 
consolidate their practices, to broaden their field of action in parallel with EU policy 
developments, and to progress from a role which could be dubbed reactive to a truly 
proactive role in keeping with the Lisbon policy priorities. This development in the role 
leads to a development in the methods, instruments and results: the social partners are 
expected to widen their range of practices (notably by introducing the open method of 
coordination) and to improve the follow-up and implementation of their negotiated 
outcomes. Finally, having equipped the sectoral social dialogue with an institutional 
structure by establishing SSDCs, the Commission asked the social partners to define the 
status and follow-up provisions of their documents more clearly. Thus the aim is to lend 
structure to social dialogue outcomes by setting out “categories” of joint texts and 
organising their content. 

2.4. Contribution of the social partners and report of the High Level Group 
on Industrial Relations 

Contribution of the social partners to the Laeken summit (2001) 

The cross-industry social partners made their own joint contribution to defining the role of 
European social dialogue: they did so in the run-up to the Laeken European Council of 
December 2001. Their joint declaration consisted of four main sections relating to: 

- the specific role of the social partners in the context of European governance; 

- the distinction to be made between bipartite social dialogue and tripartite concertation 
with a view to enlargement; 

- the need better to articulate tripartite concertation around the different aspects of the 
Lisbon strategy (in particular by replacing the Standing Committee on Employment 
with a “tripartite concertation committee for growth and employment”, which later 
became the tripartite social summit); 

- their wish to develop a work programme for a more autonomous social dialogue (the 
first such programme was adopted in December 2002). 

It is immediately apparent that most of the Commission’s objectives, as described above, 
were adhered to. The social partners announced that they intended to diversify their 
practices along the lines of open coordination: opinions, recommendations, declarations, 
exchanges of experience, awareness-raising campaigns, open debates, etc. On the other 
hand, the issue of clarifying the follow-up and implementation of the texts adopted was 
not tackled head-on. As we shall see below, this issue still remains somewhat ambiguous 
in both the cross-industry and the sectoral social dialogue. 

                                                 
8  Annex 3 of this Communication consists of a “Drafting checklist for new generation social partner 

texts”. The Commission asks the social partners to provide certain items of information for every text 
adopted, such as to whom it is addressed, its status and purpose, the deadline by which the provisions 
should be implemented; how the text will be implemented and promoted at national level, etc. 
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Report of the High Level Group on Industrial Relations (2002) 

One last important document which deserves mentioning is the final report of the High 
Level Group on Industrial Relations chaired by Ms Maria João Rodrigues. This report 
recommends that industrial relations at all levels - European, national, regional and 
company - should focus on the following priorities: competitiveness, innovation and social 
cohesion; responsive development in wages, social protection and social inclusion; 
lifelong learning; working conditions; new forms of employment; management of working 
time; better work/life balance. 

The following recommendations, made in the document’s conclusions, were approved by 
the Commission on 1 March 2002: 

- the social partners should create their own process, drawing on the open method of 
coordination but applied and adapted to the specifics of industrial relations; 

- appropriate indicators should be defined so as to benchmark the progress achieved in 
terms of higher-quality industrial relations; 

- European social dialogue should be used as a means of making enlargement a success 
and as a means of coping with the new challenges which will arise in the years 
following enlargement. 

Both the European Commission’s documents, the social partners’ common positions and 
the report of the High Level Group therefore point in the same direction: European social 
dialogue must in future dovetail with the overall Lisbon strategy; it must broaden its scope 
and, consequently, the social partners must develop new processes and instruments. 
Furthermore, the Commission calls on them to pay greater attention to following up and 
implementing the texts adopted. 

2.5. Interplay between the cross-industry and sectoral dialogues 

Given this new extension of their scope, instruments and procedures, how can the cross-
industry and sectoral levels be better interlinked? This is a rather complex question: whereas 
the interactions are obvious, they cannot be interpreted in a single, generic fashion. 

The cross-industry dialogue can act as a stimulus in some cases, as we recently saw with 
the Framework of Actions for the Lifelong Development of Competencies and 
Qualifications. This document was adopted in March 2002 and represents the first 
adaptation of the open method of coordination to social dialogue. The Joint Declaration by 
the European social partners in the banking sector on lifelong learning in their sector 
explicitly refers to it 9. The cross-industry framework of actions is regarded as a “positive 
contribution for the banking sector”. It is also worth mentioning that lifelong learning was 
put on the agenda in the insurance sector 10 as well as appearing in certain codes of 
conduct (private security, sugar) 11. In their first follow-up report on the Framework of 
Actions (2003), the cross-industry social partners likewise referred to related sectoral 
initiatives in the textiles/clothing/footwear/leather spheres, in the engineering, 
metalworking and technology industries, and also in agriculture - even though in the 

                                                 
9  Banking: 31 March 2003. 
10  Insurance: 10 June 2003. 
11  See, for example, Sugar: 7 February 2003. 
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latter sector training is a topic which dates back longer (cf. the “white paper” on 
vocational training in European agriculture 12. Other such actions have been spotted in the 
European catering and electricity sectors. Thus cross-industry negotiations can clearly 
have a knock-on effect on sectoral negotiations.  

But the opposite can happen too: for instance in the case of telework. Even before an 
agreement was concluded at cross-industry level, two European sectors had embarked on 
negotiations on the subject of telework: telecommunications 13 and commerce 14. The 
telecommunications Sectoral Social Dialogue Committee adopted a joint document aimed at 
laying down guidelines for telework in Europe on 7 February 2001. In the commerce sector, 
the document signed on 26 April 2001 also contains guidelines designed to regulate 
telework by means of collective agreements concluded at national and company level. The 
cross-industry level opened negotiations on this topic in October 2001, culminating in the 
official signature of a voluntary agreement in July 2002. We can infer from this that, on this 
occasion, individual sectors - namely those most concerned by the topic - were one step 
ahead of the cross-industry social dialogue. However, the latter in its turn resulted in two 
sectors calling on their members to take over the cross-industry agreement (electricity in 
2002 and more recently the new regional and local government Committee). 

These two examples demonstrate that the interplay between these two autonomous levels 
can operate in both directions: from the cross-industry to the sectoral or from the sectoral 
to the cross-industry level. Nevertheless, we have not detected any systematic interaction 
which might point to the emergence of an integrated system of industrial relations. 

Finally, in a few instances a momentum - or a knock-on effect - has been generated between 
individual sectors. The most significant examples would appear to be those of banking and 
insurance (on training), and of commerce and telecommunications (on telework). During 
our interviews, however, we were struck by the limited amount of contact between sectors, 
with the exception of the UNICE network and the participation of the industry federations in 
the ETUC. It would seem - and this impression was borne out by the questionnaires - that 
most sectors are in regular contact with only one or two other sectors.  

Links between the sectoral level and European Works Councils are another aspect. Given 
the output of codes of conduct and frameworks of action inspired by the OMC, one might 
expect such interaction to increase. We did ask about it, but there would not appear to be 
any general trend in this direction. Four employers’ federations and four industry 
federations made mention of links. It would be worth conducting a specific, systematic 
study around this issue. 

2.6. Community follow-up and national implementation 

The follow-up and implementation of texts adopted in the context of European social 
dialogue were a live issue throughout our study. It should be stated at the outset that, in 

                                                 
12  The social partners in the agriculture sector (GEOPA-COPA and EFA) presented a “white paper” on 

vocational training in agriculture at their Conference on Employment in European Agriculture, held in 
Saint-Raphaël (France) on 12 - 13 April 2000. 

13  Telecommunications: 7 February 2001. 
14  Commerce: 26 April 2001. 
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quantitative terms, only a minority of texts (around 30 out of 225 ) make provision for 
follow-up and/or implementation 15.  

We chose to adopt the following definition of “follow-up”: there is deemed to be follow-
up if the joint document contains reasonably precise procedures for evaluating, at a given 
point in time, the actions envisaged at European level. It is thus a procedural definition, 
and follow-up as we have defined it should not be confused with implementation. 

Concerning implementation, the most substantial aspects occur at national level. A joint 
document may be implemented pursuant to the provisions of Article 139 of the Treaty: 
either in accordance with the practices of the national social partners (via collective 
agreements concluded at national or company level), or by a Council decision at the 
request of both signatories - in which case a specific deadline for implementation is given. 
It remains crucial to clarify the question of implementation, since a good deal of the 
criticism levelled at the social dialogue relates to the disconnection between the national 
and Community levels. 

Let us take a look at the various categories of document.  

As far as the “agreements” category is concerned, these are binding by definition and in 
principle they all result in implementation. No particular clarification is required, 
therefore, apart from the fact that implementation is followed through at national level. 

On the other hand, considerable ambiguity subsists in respect of recommendations and 
declarations intended for national organisations and/or enterprises. These two categories 
overlap somewhat with respect to follow-up and implementation, since we have no 
reliable feedback on these matters.  

All in all, three forms can be identified: 

- implementation of Community directives (e.g. the “working at heights” and “posting of 
workers” directives in the construction sector); 

- monitoring of specific sectoral developments in the context of enlargement (e.g. private 
security and electricity); 

- holding of joint workshops or round-tables in order to reflect further on ideas under 
consideration in a sector (training in the electricity sector; training, skills and 
employment in telecommunications). 

The next three tables show the implementation and/or follow-up procedures envisaged for 
each category of documents. We have been unable to ascertain whether all these 
undertakings have actually been carried out, but the fragmentary information at our 
disposal indicates that there has at the very least been a good deal of slippage concerning 
the dates given. Nonetheless, the very existence of a follow-up procedure in a joint 
document testifies to a position of strength, since the employers’ organisations generally 
prefer as little of a commitment as possible. As far as national-level implementation is 
concerned, it has been at best patchy, and at worst non-existent. No comprehensive data 
are available in this regard. 

                                                 
15 This can be explained by the large number of common positions addressed to the Community institutions 

which, almost by definition, are neither followed up nor implemented. 
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European sectoral agreements 

Interaction between European and national levels 

Agreement  Implementing provisions Implementation  

European Agreement 
on the organisation  
of working time of 
seafarers, 
30 September 1998 

Whereas Article 4.2 of the Agreement on social policy provides 
that agreements concluded at European level may be implemented 
at the joint request of the signatory parties by a Council decision 
on a proposal from the Commission… 

Council Directive 
99/63/EC  
of 21 June 1999 
 

European Agreement 
on some aspects of 
the organisation of 
working time in the 
rail transport sector, 
30 September 1998 

The Community of the European Railways and the Federation 
of the Transport Workers’ Unions in the European Union, 
assembled within the Joint Committee on Railways (…) agree 
that the exemptions in question have to be regulated via 
subsidiarity. 

Council Directive 
2000/34/EC of  
22 June 2000 
amending Directive 
93/104/EC 

European Agreement 
on the organisation of
working time of 
mobile staff in civil 
aviation, 
22 March 2000 

Whereas Article 139(2) of the Treaty provides that agreements 
concluded at European level may be implemented at the joint 
request of the signatory parties by a Council decision on a 
proposal from the Commission; Whereas the signatory parties 
hereby make such a request … 

Council Directive 
2000/79/EC of  
27 November 2000 

Agreement concluded 
by the European 
Transport Workers’ 
Federation (ETF) 
and the Community 
of European Railways 
(CER) on the 
European licence for 
drivers carrying out a 
cross-border 
interoperability 
service, 
27 January 2004 

Article 16 –Follow up of the Agreement  
A committee composed of representatives of all parties having 
taken part in drawing up the Agreement shall meet every  
6 months, during the first two years, under the auspices of the 
Committee on Social Dialogue, to discuss problems linked to 
the implementation of this Agreement and shall examine the 
main experiences of interoperable services. 
 
CER-ETF discussions on the main incidents and accidents 
could lead to joint proposals. 
 

Proposal for a 
Directive of the 
European Parliament 
and of the Council on 
the certification of 
train crews operating 
locomotives and trains 
on the Community’s 
rail network. COM 
(2004) 142 final of  
3 March 2004 
 

Agreement concluded 
by the European 
Transport Workers’ 
Federation (ETF) 
and the Community 
of 
European Railways 
(CER) on certain 
aspects of the 
working conditions of 
mobile workers 
assigned to 
interoperable 
cross-border services,
27 January 2004 

Clause 10 -Follow-up of the Agreement 
The signatories shall follow up the implementation and 
application of this Agreement in the framework of the Sectoral 
Dialogue Committee for the railways sector, established in 
accordance with Commission Decision 98/500/EC. 
Clause 11 - Evaluation 
The parties shall evaluate the provisions of this Agreement two 
years after its signing in the light of initial experience in the 
development of interoperable cross-border transport . 
Clause 12 - Review 
The parties shall review the above provisions two years after the 
end of the implementation period laid down in the Council 
Decision putting this Agreement into effect. 

Council Directive 
2005/47/EC of  
18 July 2005 
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European sectoral recommendations 

Recommendation Implementing provisions and follow-up 

A Charter by the social 
partners in the European 
textile and clothing 
sector. 
Code of conduct, 
10 July 1997 
 

EURATEX and the ETUF:TCL agree to follow up, in the framework of the Social 
Sectoral Dialogue at European level, the progressive accomplishment of the 
implementation of this Charter. 
 
To this effect, EURATEX and the ETUF will conduct a yearly evaluation of the 
Charter’s implementation, the first evaluation will take place no later than 10th July 
1998. The results of such an evaluation will be reported in the framework of the Social 
Sectoral Dialogue. 

Recommendation 
Framework Agreement 
on the improvement of 
paid employment in 
agriculture 
in the Member States of 
the European Union, 
24 July 1997 

Collective bargaining is an effective means of developing and implementing policies aimed 
at promoting and improving employment. The social partners within the agricultural 
sector, represented at European level by the GEOPA/COPA and the EFA/ETUC, 
recognise each other’s independent power of negotiation under the provisions of Article 
118b of the Treaty on European Union and Article 4(1) of the Agreement on Social 
Policy annexed to the Treaty […]. 
 
Given the changing economic background to this recommendation framework agreement, 
the signatory parties ask the Joint Committee on social problems affecting agricultural 
workers in the European Union to examine the situation in the Member States in the 
various areas affected by this text every two years from the standpoint of both national 
legislation and applicable collective agreements. 

A Charter of the social 
partners in the European 
footwear sector. The 
employment of children – 
updated on 21 October 
1997 

The social partners moreover undertake jointly and severally to ensure the 
implementation of this Charter by means of sectoral social dialogue at all levels. 
 
[…] CEC and ETUF-TCL agree to carry out an initial review of this Charter one 
year at the latest after its signature. 

Recommendatory 
Framework Agreement 
(telecoms), 
20 November 1997 

Every year the Communications International, Eurofedop and the Employers 
represented on the Telecommunications Joint Committee will make an evaluation and 
consider a possible revision of this agreement. 
 

Agreement between the 
trade unions and the 
employers in the postal 
sector. Promoting 
employment in the postal 
sector, 29 October 1998 

The social partners agree to support studies and analysis of the different factors involved 
in new organisation of work. 
 
Every year the Communications International, Eurofedop and the postal employers, who 
have signed this agreement, will review this agreement in order to further develop the 
progressive nature of the philosophy contained herein. 

Apprenticeship in the 
sugar sector. Joint 
recommendation, 
1 December 1998 

Every year, the European social partners conduct a review of the measures implemented 
and the results achieved. 
 

EuroCommerce and 
Euro-Fiet Agreement on 
fundamental rights and 
principles at work,  
6 August 1999 

EuroCommerce and Euro-Fiet shall regularly discuss the implementation of this joint 
declaration. Based on these discussions, the parties shall, in the context of their 
European social dialogue, evaluate the implementation of the joint declaration and, 
where appropriate, shall formulate recommendations or undertake the necessary action. 
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Recommendation Implementing provisions and follow-up 

Code of conduct in the 
leather and tanning 
sector,  
10 July 2000 

To that effect, COTANCE and the ETUF:TCL will conduct at least a yearly 
evaluation of the implementation of the present code, the first taking place no later than 
30.06.2001. 
 

Code of conduct. 
A charter of the social 
partners in the footwear 
sector,  
17 November 2000 

The CEC and the ETUF:TCL agree to follow up, in the framework of the sectoral 
social dialogue at European level, the gradual fulfilment of the implementation of this 
Code of conduct. […] To this effect, the CEC and the ETUF:TCL will conduct an 
evaluation of the implementation of the present Code, at least once a year in the 
framework of the European social dialogue; the first evaluation will take place no later 
than 17/11/2001.They could ask the Commission and Member States to provide the 
necessary assistance in order to carry out the evaluation. 

Guidelines for telework in 
Europe in 
telecommunications, 
7 February 2001 

The SDC recommends these guidelines for adoption by the end of 2001, on a voluntary 
basis and according to each country’s laws and collective bargaining practices. 
The SDC agrees to monitor the adoption of these guidelines in 2002. 

European Agreement on 
guidelines on telework in 
commerce, 
26 April 2001 

The social partners of the commerce sector in the various Member States of the European 
Union have decided, or may decide, to regulate telework in various ways, through specific 
agreements at appropriate levels or by incorporating the issue of telework into collective 
agreements or existing provisions. 

Code of conduct. 
Guidelines for European 
hairdressers: “How to get 
along code”, 26 June 2001 

UNI Europa and CIC Europe will follow up the Code in the framework of the 
European sectoral social dialogue. 

Social clause to be 
inserted in the fishing 
agreement with third 
countries, 
19 December 2001 

The employment contracts of local fishermen, a copy of which will be forwarded to the 
signatory parties, will be drawn up between the shipowners’ representative and the 
fishermen and/or their trade unions or representatives in concert with the competent local 
authorities. These contracts will guarantee to the fishermen the benefit of the social 
security system which is applicable to them, including life insurance, illness and accident. 
The remuneration levels of local fishermen cannot be lower than those applicable to the 
crew in the State signatory of the fishing agreement with the EU and in any case not 
lower than the ILO standards. 

Code of conduct. 
A Charter for the social 
partners in the European 
woodworking industry,  
20 March 2002 

CEI-BOIS and the EFBWW have agreed, under the Sectoral Social Dialogue, to 
monitor the progress made in implementing this Charter […]. 
 
CEI-BOIS and the EFBWW, in the context of the European Sectoral Social 
Dialogue, may decide jointly and freely to take any other initiative in connection with 
implementation of this Charter. 

Eureletric/EPSU/EMCE
F Joint declaration on 
telework. Adopted by the 
EPSU executive 
committee,  
on 12-13 November 2002 

EPSU/EMCEF and Eurelectric will monitor the implementation of the agreement in 
the electric sector through the sectoral social dialogue committee. 
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Recommendation Implementing provisions and follow-up 

European Agreement 
on vocational training 
in agriculture, 
5 December 2002 

In accordance with the provisions of the first part of Article 139(2) of the Treaty, 
implementation of this agreement shall be in accordance with the procedures and practices 
proper to the social partners at national level and to the Member States. To ensure this 
implementation, the signatory organisations propose that the national social partners 
work jointly and, if necessary, in cooperation with the competent state authorities. 

Corporate social 
responsibility in the 
European sugar industry. 
Code of conduct,  
7 February 2003 

The EFFAT and the CEFS will, within the context of their Sectoral Social Dialogue 
Committee, ensure the monitoring of the progressive implementation of this Code of 
Conduct and the regular updating of the examples of good practice […]. 
 
To this effect the EFFAT and the CEFS will conduct a joint assessment of the 
implementation of the Code of Conduct at European level, in the form of an annual 
report covering the calendar year and to be presented in February of the following year, 
within the framework of the Sectoral Social Dialogue Committee, at a meeting 
specifically devoted to this subject. 

Joint declaration of the 
Union of the Electricity 
Industry-EURELECTRIC 
and EPSU/EMCEF on 
equal opportunities/ 
diversity,  
1 June 2003 

This statement and a follow-up study on diversity are intended to contribute to the 
promotion of equality between women and men at work […]. 
 
EURELECTRIC and EPSU/EMCEF should encourage programmes aiming to 
increase equal opportunities and diversity. Collective agreements and other initiatives 
could be among the instruments in this regard. Such considerations include the 
development of tools and methods necessary to achieve equality […]. 
 
Future evaluations are recommended within a time-frame to be decided on by the Social 
Partners. 

Code of conduct and 
ethics for the private 
security sector, 
18 July 2003 

CoESS and UNI-Europa undertake, on a regular basis, to monitor and evaluate the 
implementation of this code within their social dialogue. To this end, it is critical that 
monitoring and preliminary evaluations take place both at company level and at national
level. 

EuroCommerce and UNI-
Europa Commerce 
joint statement on 
corporate social 
responsibility,  
5 November 2003 

To follow up on this joint statement the European social partners will endeavour: 
to convene roundtable discussions, exploring concrete measures to promote corporate social
responsibility, to collect and disseminate good practices, to ensure monitoring of the 
follow-up of the European social dialogue for commerce related to corporate social 
responsibility, to monitor and assess on a regular basis the follow-up to this statement. 
 

CEMR-EP / EPSU joint 
statement on telework, 
13 January 2004 
 

EPSU and CEMR-EP will encourage their members to use the agreement when 
discussing the introduction or management of telework, devising policies or concluding 
agreements on telework in the local and regional government sector, in accordance with 
the national procedures and practices specific to management and labour. CEMR-EP 
and EPSU will monitor developments and undertake a first assessment in 2005. 
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European sectoral declarations 

Declaration Implementing provisions and follow-up 

Joint FIEC-FETBB declaration 
(“posting of workers” directive),  
24 January 2000 

This proposed coordination should be implemented by means of bilateral 
agreement protocols drawn up by the social partners in the construction sector in 
the various Member States. 

Joint opinion on the “round 
tables” (telecommunications),  
20 November 1997 

The social partners, represented by the Joint Committee on Telecommunications 
agree to organise a series of round table discussions to consider the important 
changes in our sector. 
 
A Round Table discussion will be held in each of the European Union’s 
Member States. 
 
A final EU Round Table shall be organised in Brussels to produce the final 
report which has to be approved by Working Group No.3 and the Plenary 
Session of the Joint Committee. 

Joint declaration of CoESS and 
Euro-FIET on the future 
enlargement of the European 
Union to include the Central and 
Eastern European Countries,  
11 June 1999 

CoESS and Euro-FIET declare that they are ready and willing to assume their 
share of the responsibility, and they undertake to organise regular monitoring of 
the private security sector in the CEEC, to develop their contacts with the 
CEEC social partners and to give these partners their support, assistance and 
aid to enable them to rise to the challenges posed by the future enlargement of the 
European Union. 

Joint statement on the 
Conference on social implications 
of the electricity sector 
restructuring in the candidate 
countries,  
19-20 September 2002, Budapest 
 

In order to concretely advance the common goals, the social partners suggest more 
specific actions in Annex 1 of this statement[…]. The actions could include: 
I. Structuring social dialogue in the electricity sector 
II. Following-up the developments after the Budapest conference 
III. Initiating a study on the qualitative impact of liberalisation of the electricity 
sector in the applicant countries (along the lines of the ECOTEC studies) 
IV. Establishing a good practice guide. 

Recommendations to the national 
federations regarding 
implementation of Directive 
2001/45/EC on working at 
heights, 2 April 2003 

[…] an ad hoc joint working group was set up for the purpose of drawing up 
recommendations regarding the interpretation of the term “competent person”. 
The working group also drew up checklists relating to the minimum skills which 
should be possessed by the persons referred to in the Directive.  
 
These recommendations aim at facilitating transposition and implementation of 
the Directive in the various countries of the Union […]. 
 
During the meeting on 25 February 2003 of the Working Group on Safety and 
Health established under the Sectoral Social Dialogue for the construction sector, 
the European social partners in the sector adopted the following recommendations 
drawn up by the ad hoc working group. These recommendations can therefore be 
used by the FIEC member federations and FETBB for the purpose of assisting 
their respective governments in transposing and implementing the Directive on a 
uniform basis. 

Joint statement of 
EURELECTRIC, EMCEF and 
EPSU and final report on the 
study on life-long learning in the 
electricity sector, 12 June 2003 

On the basis of the study report and the above conclusions, the social partners 
will continue to monitor the needs for life-long learning. EURELECTRIC, 
EMCEF and EPSU are, for the benefit of companies and employees, committed 
to jointly exploring ways to provide information related to those needs. As a part 
of those efforts the social partners propose to hold a joint workshop to explore the 
needs for life-long learning, focusing on learning from good practices. 
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Declaration Implementing provisions and follow-up 

Memorandum of understanding 
on Responsible Care between 
ECEG, EMCEF and CEFIC,  
21 May 2003 

ECEG, EMCEF and CEFIC shall inform their members about the activities 
arising from the Memorandum. They will review this Memorandum three years 
from the date of signature to check progress and if necessary, develop and improve 
the partnership. 

Joint position paper on education, 
vocational training and lifelong 
learning in the European 
chemical industry, 
10 September 2004 

ECEG and EMCEF and their respective national affiliates will support both 
employers and employees in these processes, which are marked by a shared 
responsibility […]. ECEG and EMCEF have decided that a Working Party 
should analyse the following subjects in more detail, possibly including the writing 
of a report on these subjects: 
• a more in depth analysis of the status quo regarding skills, qualifications, 

vocational (further) training and lifelong learning within the industry; 
• an exchange of information and good practice of the different national systems 

of education, vocational (further) training and lifelong learning in order to 
support the further development in these areas. 

UNI-Europa Commerce and 
EuroCommerce statement on 
promoting employment and 
integration of disabled people 
in the European commerce and 
distribution sector, 28 May 2004 
 

Promoting employment and integration of disabled people in European commerce 
and distribution will remain as a subject for the European social dialogue for 
commerce. To follow up on this statement, the European social partners call on 
their affiliated employers’ organisations and trade unions to: 
• Convene round table discussions to provide European social partners with 

feedback on best practice approaches. 
• Collect and disseminate good practices on support for the employment and 

integration of disabled people in working life, 
• Include the promotion of the integration of disabled people into social dialogue 
• Present this statement to European Works Councils, where they exist and 

encourage a discussion. 
• Monitor developments related to this statement on a continuous basis. 

Joint declaration of the European 
construction industry’s social 
partners on the occasion of the 
European Health & Safety 
Summit 2004 in Bilbao, 
22 November 1994 

On the basis of their joint working programme, [EFBWW and FIEC] take a 
firm commitment 
- to undertake all necessary action at the European level, in their Social 

Dialogue, 
- to urge their member organisations to take corresponding action at the national 

level and 
- to use their entire communication network for disseminating H&S 

information. 

Joint statement of the European 
construction industry’s social 
partners on the European week 
for safety and health at work 2004. 
Building in safety, 30 April 2004 

EFBWW and FIEC, with the support of EOSHA, will give the European 
Week 2004 the widest possible PR, disseminate the information through their 
information networks and encourage their members to participate actively in this 
important European campaign. 

Joint statement on the future 
skills needs in the European 
electricity sector, 22 June 2004 

EPSU/ EMCEF and EURELECTRIC agree to monitor this statement 
and evaluate the planned actions in three years (2007). 

Joint recommendation by EFFAT 
and HOTREC “Guidelines for 
training and development, 
especially in SMEs, in the hotel, 
restaurant and café sector”, 
11 June 2004 

(in the accompanying letter:) [EFFAT and HOTREC] recommend to 
their member organisations to review carefully the 12 “successful tips” listed in 
the guidelines. These tips should inspire future training activities in the sector. 
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Declaration Implementing provisions and follow-up 

Common recommendations of 
the European social partners 
for the cleaning industry, 
1 March 2004 
 

This document is not an end in itself, but aims to provide a frame for a 
sustainable and harmonious development of the profession. Its adoption by the 
EFCI and UNI-Europa is a mark of their good will and that of their respective 
members, to integrate the objectives and the principles it contains in their future 
initiatives and to ensure their promotion amongst all those concerned, including 
those from outside the profession. 
 
Most of the common recommendations are primarily aimed at cleaning 
companies, their personnel as well as the social partners of the sector, at national 
and European level. However, the realisation of the general objectives that it sets 
and the sustainable development of the profession also rely on the development of 
initiatives aimed at reinforcing the co-operation with public authorities (national 
and European) as well as to raise the awareness of purchasers of services (public 
as well as private) to the realities of the profession. 
 
The first step of implementing these common recommendations is the adoption of 
a European Social Dialogue Committee work programme which proposes a more 
concrete framework of actions and initiatives which fully integrates the principles 
and objectives they set. 
 
Lastly, the EFCI and UNI-Europa consider these common recommendations 
as a dynamic document and intend to evaluate, at regular intervals, the 
appropriateness of the principles and objectives that they pose in light of the 
realities of the profession and its developments. 

“Towards a European Model of 
Private Security”. Joint 
declaration by CoESS and  
UNI-Europa, 
15 October 2004 
 

Through their social dialogue, UNI-Europa and CoESS therefore renew their 
commitment to: 
• Improve general working conditions in Europe in order to narrow the existing gaps 

and to raise all European countries to an acceptable level of social environment; 
• Strengthen the dialogue and the co-operation with the responsible authorities at 

national level, through their members, in order to create and improve the right 
regulatory framework, allowing private security services to play their role fully 
as partners to guarantee a secure environment; 

• Lobby with all competent European institutions in order to guarantee that the 
basic European principles and foundations are realised alongside the development 
and the rightful protection of the private security services industry, thus allowing 
maximum benefits for all parties involved; 

• Raise awareness among private security companies regarding the need to strive 
for quality and professionalism; 

• Continue to raise awareness among all European or national, public or 
private clients concerning the need to demand a high level of private security 
services, thus leading the market price to a level where quality and price are in 
balance; 

• Help all their members to develop a constructive and fruitful social dialogue at 
all levels; 

• Use their expertise, resources and results already achieved in order to help the 
responsible players within the new EU Member States and Candidate 
Countries to harmonise their private security services industry and traditions 
with the European model. 

Guidelines for customer contact 
centres (telecommunications), 
15 June 2004 

UNI and ETNO believe the implementation of the principles above is both 
advantageous to customer service professionals and the businesses as a whole. 



2. Social dialogue: an ambiguous exercise 

European sectoral social dialogue 1997-2004 31 

In the case of agreements and recommendations, the vast majority of the joint documents 
providing for some form of follow-up relate to the subjects of working conditions and 
working time. The themes are much more disparate in the case of declarations with 
follow-up: enlargement, health and safety, training, social dialogue, etc. 

Be that as it may, follow-up takes many different forms: it ranges from straightforward 
declarations of intent to joint annual reports, evaluations, implementation timetables, etc.., 
to the establishment of specific follow-up mechanisms. This diversity of follow-up 
“instruments” of course prompts us to ponder over the degree of constraint attaching to 
texts adopted in this manner. To what extent are they “imposed on” national organisations? 
Furthermore, the absence of comprehensive data prevents us from drawing a link between 
the nature of follow-up procedures and actual implementation. One might expect that 
precise follow-up procedures to lead to more systematic implementation at national level, 
but that hypothesis has not yet been validated. 

The Agreement on Telework, signed by the cross-industry social partners in 2002, is a 
good illustration of this ambiguity, which could in fact turn into a conflict over the 
interpretation of the agreement between European social partners. Given that it is a 
voluntary agreement, they undertook to enforce it at national level not via a Community 
legislative instrument but in accordance with the procedures and practices specific to 
management and labour in the Member States (Degryse, 2003). The trade union side has 
carried out a mid-term review (Clauwaert et al., 2003), which reveals a wide variety of 
practices: in some countries, negotiations have actually been initiated on the basis of the 
European agreement. In others, the agreement has had an impact on negotiations already 
underway or in the pipeline. In others still, nothing concrete had yet been done by 2004. 
This is of course a provisional assessment, and it cannot be firmed up until mid-2005. It 
has to be said, nonetheless, that the employers’ organisations in certain countries were 
opposed to binding national negotiations from the very start, arguing that the agreement 
was voluntary in the sense of “optional”. 

Thus there is a risk that the social dialogue could be heading in the direction of spawning 
texts whose effects are not equivalent throughout all the EU Member States. Unlike 
legislation, which is applicable to all countries, even though the national method of 
transposition may be sometimes be left flexible, voluntary agreements may lead in 
different instances to a national law, a collective agreement, a recommendation, a non-
binding code of conduct or even nothing at all. If this is the case, it will be impossible to 
create a “common bedrock” of social provisions in all Member States 16. The European 
Commission appears to be concerned about this matter (see above, the 2004 
Communication). 

It follows, then, that the issue of follow-up and implementation is a key question facing all 
those involved in social dialogue. There is an important methodological problem here: 
how is the cost of follow-up to be borne? Another question arises about the nature of these 
reciprocal commitments and the external pressure required to ensure that they are 
transposed nationally. Equally, the first generation of joint texts with follow-up - such as 

                                                 
16 We could also cite here the “reference guidelines” produced by cross-industry negotiations on the social 

consequences of industrial restructuring. The fact that the text adopted has no status makes it very 
awkward to analyse and interpret its exact scope. 
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the textiles code of conduct or the 1997 working time recommendation in agriculture - was 
not in fact evaluated until very recently. We therefore lack both the examples and the 
hindsight needed to comment meaningfully on transposition at national level. Even though 
the sectoral social dialogue is a process in its own right, reference can be made here to the 
joint opinions in the Val Duchesse cross-industry social dialogue: the European social 
partners undertook in the late 1980s to publicise these more widely so as to heighten their 
impact. The result was mediocre, especially because the content of the texts was so vague. 
High-quality follow-up depends not least on the precision of the commitments entered 
into. 
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3. Quantitative analysis of the SSD process based on the 
number and type of joint documents 

We shall now present our quantitative analysis of the 225 joint documents held in our 
database, examining in particular the progression over time (1997-2004) in the number of 
sectors constituted into official Sectoral Social Dialogue Committees and the themes 
covered 17. Once a sector has been officially constituted, we have included any documents 
signed previously. Some of the committees established were not however preceded by any 
structure of an informal or other nature. This is for instance the case of shipbuilding.  

3.1. Introduction 

During the period under investigation (1997-2004), social dialogue resulted in 225 joint 
texts. The 1980s were less productive, numerically speaking, than the 1990s when there 
was a steady growth in the number of sectors becoming organised at EU level and of 
documents being signed. It is worth remembering that up until 1986 only agriculture had 
produced any joint texts at all. As stated above, however, the establishment of a committee 
should not be confused with the start of the output of joint documents. Of course, one 
limitation of quantitative analysis is that, by its very nature, it focuses on figures. In actual 
fact, on the one hand not all sectors are equally ambitious as to the quantity of texts they 
aspire to produce; on the other, the generation of a large number of texts says nothing 
about the quality of those texts, nor about the internal dynamic at work. Such data alone, 
therefore, can certainly not be considered indicative of the vitality of dialogue in a sectoral 
committee. It is nonetheless a first step towards our goal of conducting a qualitative 
analysis. 

We look first of all at the total number of texts per year since 1997, before giving a 
sectoral breakdown of all the texts adopted. We then disaggregate these data year by year 
in tabular form. The number of years in which each sector signed one or more text(s) and 
the number of sectors which signed one or more text(s) per year is likewise shown. 

In order to make the raw figures more meaningful, we begin by listing the documents in 
accordance with the six types defined in part 1: agreements, recommendations, 
declarations, rules of procedure, tools and common positions. Not surprisingly, common 
positions account for more than half of the texts issued. We then present these figures year 
by year. 

Next, in the form of three graphs, we cross the number of documents per sector with the 
types. The first graph classifies the sectors according to the number of common positions 
issued. The second one classifies them by the number of joint documents. The third and 
last one shows the proportions of different types of document with a view to comparing 
the proportions, however many agreements may have been reached. 

The following step is to examine the themes. As was pointed out in our introduction, many 
documents cover several subjects and it sometimes proved difficult to select a principal 
theme. We create in our database two “fields”. Field 1 for what we consider the principal 

                                                 
17 For a quantitative analysis of the entire period 1986-2004, see Pochet (2005a and b). For a quantitative 

analysis of the cross-industry social dialogue, see Pochet (2006). 
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theme, field 2 for the second theme. The supplementary theme is indicated in field 2. The 
first graph gives the total figures for the eleven themes identified in the main field; the 
second one shows secondary themes. Lastly we present the principal themes (field 1) on 
an annual basis.  

The next step is to cross the types and themes. Our goal is to investigate the main topics 
addressed in documents produced for internal consumption (agreements, recommendations 
and declarations). The penultimate table shows which sectors have signed agreements, 
recommendations and declarations. This section closes with a look at the addressees. 

3.2. Total number of documents per year and per sector 

Number of documents per year (1997-2004)
Total : 225 documents
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There are strong fluctuations in the number of documents signed during the eight years 
covered. 2002 was the year when the fewest joint documents were adopted (18), whilst 
2000 was the one when the most documents were signed (38). It is followed by the years 
2004 (35 ), 1997 and 2003 (32), and 2001 (27). We were unable to find any variables to 
explain these large differences in the numbers of documents signed. 

If, using our database, we take a longer period - beginning at the start of the 1990s - we 
likewise note a considerable variation over the years 1990-1997 but, at the same time, a 
clear trend towards an increase in the number of joint documents. 

 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 

Number 6 10 12 20 10 15 33 32 

Source: Observatoire social européen, database, 2005. 

We should sound a note of methodological caution here: there have been more committees 
as time has gone by, so to a certain extent it is only natural to find a growing number of 
joint documents. 



3. Quantitative analysis of the SSD process based on the number and type of joint documents 

European sectoral social dialogue 1997-2004 35 

Documents per sector and per year 

Sector 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 Total per 
sector 

No. of years 
with doc. 

Agriculture 1  1 2 2 1   7 5 

Audiovisual        1 1 1 

Banking  1 1  1  1  4 4 

Chemical industry      1 2 3 6 3 

Civil aviation     1 1  2  4 3 

Cleaning industry  2  2 3   2 9 4 

Commerce 3 2 1 2 1 1 2 1 13 8 

Construction 1   1   4 4 10 4 

Electricity    2  3 2 3 10 4 

Footwear  1  2 3     6 3 

Furniture      1 1  1 3 2 

Horeca/Tourism 1 1 1  3 3  3 12 6 

Inland waterways 1        1 1 

Insurance  1 1 1    2  5 4 

Live performance    1   1 1 3 3 

Local and regional  
government 1 1  1   1 2 6 5 

Mines    1  1 4 1 7 4 

Personal services    1 1    2 2 

Postal services 6 4 1 2 1   1 15 6 

Private security  1 3 1 1  1 3 10 6 

Railways  3 2 2 2 2   2 13 6 

Road transport    2   4  6 2 

Sea fishing 1 1 1 2 2 3  1 11 7 

Sea transport 2 1 1 1  1 1 1 8 7 

Shipbuilding        1  1 1 

Sugar 1 1 2 1 3 1 1 2 12 8 

Tanning and leather   1 5   1 2 9 4 

Telecommunications 6 3  1 1  1 1 13 6 

Temporary work    1 2    3 2 

Textiles/clothing 2 1 3 3 1 1   11 6 

Woodworking  1    1 1 1  4 4 

Total per year 32 22 21 38 27 18 32 35 225docs.  

No. of sectors with a 
document this year 16 14 14 22 17 12 18 19   
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If we now take a look at the number of sectors which signed a document in each year, 
2000 is the year when the largest number of sectors (22) adopted one or more texts, 
followed by 2003 and 2004 (19) and 2001 (17). The year when the fewest sectors signed a 
joint text was 2002. 

Another interesting feature is to note in how many of the eight years under consideration 
there was one or more document(s) in each sector. We find that only two sectors, sugar 
and commerce, signed one or more document(s) every year. Sea fishing and sea transport 
produced documents in seven years out of the eight. Railways, Horeca/tourism, postal 
services, private security, telecommunications and textiles/clothing did so in six years out 
of eight. 

At the other end of the scale, inland waterways issued a joint document in only one year; 
personal services, furniture, road transport and temporary work did so in two out of seven. 
Audiovisual and shipbuilding are recently founded committees, which explains why they 
have signed only one agreement apiece. 

Six sectors signed no joint texts at all in 2003 or 2004. These are agriculture, , footwear, 
inland waterways, personal services, textiles/clothing and temporary work.  

These last two findings enable us to identify a group of sectors in which it would seem 
relevant to wonder whether the sectoral social dialogue is in difficulty or even failing. 

Number of documents per sector (1997-2004)
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If we now consider the number of documents per sector, we find highly significant 
differences here too. Eleven sectors signed ten documents or more during these eight 
years, while seven signed three or fewer. Thirteen signed between four and nine. Taking 
the top ten sectors by number of texts signed, we reach a total which is substantially 
greater than half of all the texts signed (120 out of 225). 

The sectors having adopted the most joint documents are postal services, telecommunications 
and commerce. By contrast, inland waterways has adopted only one (we do not count the 
shipbuilding and audiovisual sectors, whose committees were only established in 2003 
and 2004). Such data only become meaningful if we analyse the nature of the documents 
signed, which is the purpose of the next few tables. 

Joint documents have a wide variety of official titles: joint opinion, declaration, resolution, 
proposal, guidelines, recommendation, code of conduct, social label, etc. Relevant 
categories cannot be created on the basis of their official designations. As pointed out in 
section 1, we have defined six types of joint document: agreements, recommendations, 
declarations, common positions, rules of procedure and tools. 

Number of documents per type (1997-2004)
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An analysis of all 225 documents reveals that just under 50% of them (106) are common 
positions. Next come declarations (34) and then, in turn, tools (32), rules of procedure 
(26), recommendations (22) and lastly agreements (5). Therefore, if we interpret the social 
dialogue narrowly (“negotiation”), we find that “agreements” constitute fewer than 2% of 
all texts. Three of these are directly related to sectoral implementation of the 1993 
“working time” directive in the transport sectors 18, and the other two were signed in the 
rail transport sector in 2004 (see below). 

Number of documents per type and per year (1997-2004)
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What is striking about the distribution of documents per type and per year is the relative 
stability for rules of procedure, peaks for tools and declarations, and an overall decline for 
common positions. These developments are, however, erratic rather than representing a 
systematic year-on-year downward trend. In 2003, for the first time, there were fewer 
common positions (11) than the sum of declarations, recommendations and agreements (13). 
The same happened again in 2004, with eleven common positions as against thirteen 
agreements, recommendations and declarations. This would seem to indicate a shift from a 
social dialogue initially more prone to issue common positions addressed to the Community 
authorities, towards a social dialogue focusing more on internal social partner priorities. 
However, we have too little hindsight to validate this hypothesis; only the results of the next 
few years will confirm whether this is an aberration or a meaningful trend. 

                                                 
18 European agreement on the organisation of working time of seafarers (30 September 1998); Agreement on 

some aspects of the organisation of working time in the rail transport sector (30 September 1998); European 
agreement on the organisation of working time of mobile staff in civil aviation (22 March 2000). 
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The next three graphs show the distribution of joint texts by type.  

The first one classifies the sectors according to the number of common positions adopted. 
Telecommunications, Horeca/tourism, textiles/clothing, postal services and sea fishing are 
the sectors having issued the most common positions.  

 Sector-by-sector breakdown I (1997-2004)
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This second graph contains the same data but classifies the sectors by the number of joint 
texts irrespective of their nature. 

 Sector-by-sector breakdown II (1997-2004)
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Finally, this last graph indicates the proportion according to types, irrespective of the 
number of joint texts adopted. 

Proportion of types by sectors  (1997-2004)
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A detailed sector-by-sector analysis (see sector-based graphs in the typology) likewise 
makes plain that there is no general dynamic progressing from common positions to tools, 
declarations, recommendations and then agreements. In other words, an examination of 
each sector individually reveals no obvious gradual progression. Meaningful trends can 
only be inferred from the sum of all the different sectors. 

Furthermore, it emerges clearly from our interviews and questionnaires that there is not 
necessarily a hierarchy going from common positions, deemed to be weak, to binding 
agreements regarded as an ideal worth aspiring to. Common tools, especially ones geared 
to health and safety training, were very often singled out as being very important. In other 
cases, common positions were thought to be vital for the sector. Finally, certain 
“agreements” (recommendations) were deemed by those concerned to be of less value 
than is maintained in the academic literature or in European Commission documents. 

We shall return to these points since they are extremely important, in our opinion, not only 
in highlighting the different trends in play but also, as long as caution is exercised, in 
enabling us to devise an overall approach. Only by doing so will it be possible to detect 
correlations and regular patterns. 
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Let us now analyse the number of documents per theme (NB: what is covered by each 
theme was set out in section 1). Social dialogue, economic and/or sectoral policies, and 
working conditions are the three most significant themes in terms of the number of texts, 
with 44, 39 and 34 documents respectively. We must however be particularly careful here, 
since these are the themes with the most general headings: hence they comprise many 
documents whose aims are themselves general. Similarly, the “social dialogue” category 
also comprises 26 sets of rules of procedure agreed between social partners. The themes 
least often addressed are sustainable development, working time, enlargement, non-
discrimination and health/safety. 

We also counted the themes in field 2. It appears from this classification that social 
dialogue is the theme most frequently cited. The other themes are training, employment 
and non-discrimination. 
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Occurrence of themes in field 2 (grey) and field 1 (white)
(1997-2004)
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We could not emphasise too strongly the need for caution when interpreting these results. 
Many joint documents deal with a variety of topics, and for a number of them we had to make 
a choice. This proved quite difficult in some cases. The same difficulty has been raised by 
other research teams which have analysed these agreements (in particular AIAS, 2002). 

It would nevertheless seem that so-called “consensual” themes such as health/safety or 
non-discrimination have not been the subject of very many documents. Training is a 
different case, since it is addressed in almost 50 cases, although not necessarily as the 
number-one topic. 

Number of documents per theme per year  (1997-2004)
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What is more interesting is the distribution by year and by theme. Here too, there are 
significant differences for certain years. For example, eleven texts concerning economic 
and/or sectoral policies were signed in 1997, as against just three in 2002. Seven texts on 
the social aspects of Community policies were signed in 2000 but none at all in 2003. One 
might infer from this that the most general topics, in documents intended for the European 
institutions, are on the decline. It should also be noted here that many common positions 
were directly linked to the process of deregulation in utility sectors. Deregulation is 
virtually complete in some of these sectors, and these companies are now operating in a 
competitive European area. To give a more precise example, in 1997, twelve out of 30 
joint documents came from just two sectors: telecommunications and postal services.  

“Enlargement” peaked in 2002. More surprisingly, not one text pertaining directly to 
employment was signed in either 2003 or 2004, despite it being a period of economic 
crisis and widespread unemployment. 

Occurrence of themes in 3 types of joint document (1997-2004) 

 Declarations Recommendations Agreements  

Social aspects of Community policies  1  

Working conditions  5 13 1 

Social dialogue  4 2  

Enlargement  6   

Employment  1  

Training  10 2  

Non-discrimination 4 2  

Economic and/or sectoral policies 2   

Health and safety 3   

Working time  1 4 

 

What are the main topics dealt with in agreements, recommendations and declarations, 
etc. 19?  

Working time is the principal, not to say the sole, theme as far as agreements are 
concerned. This is hardly surprising because it proved possible to adapt the 1993 “working 
time” directive to the transport sector, giving rise to three agreements. 

As for recommendations, working conditions was the topic most frequently addressed. 
Here too, the outcome would appear logical because most of the documents are codes of 
conduct. We did in fact define working conditions quite broadly, in a way that matches the 
subjects covered by the various codes of conduct.  

With respect to declarations, the main topic is training, although not in a majority of 
cases. It is followed by enlargement.  

                                                 
19  This is a brief summary of findings explored in more depth in section 6. 
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Common positions deal above all with economic and sectoral policies, followed by the 
social consequences of Community policies. Once again, this finding was to be expected 
since these are documents addressed to the Community authorities.  

As for tools, health and safety proves to be the main theme.  

Even though, once again, we should remain very cautious and not draw over-hasty 
conclusions, it does seem that each instrument lends itself to particular themes. 
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The majority of the documents are intended principally for the European institutions: the 
number corresponds to the number of common positions because, according to our 
definition, common positions are first and foremost addressed to the European institutions. 
Next come national organisations and lastly European organisations. This last figure is 
fairly high on account of the 26 sets of rules of procedure which, by definition, are 
primarily intended for European organisations. 

We added two categories to the classification previously established by the Commission. 
The first is “companies”, the number-one target of ten documents. But 15 of them have 
companies as their number-two addressee. Once again, texts may have more than one 
addressee. For the record, we created two fields: “principal” and “secondary”. The 
emergence of companies as the addressees of 25 texts is an interesting finding, presumably 
linked to two factors. Firstly, codes of conduct usually have companies as one of their 
addressees and, secondly, multinationals play a significant role in certain sectors (in some 
cases they are direct members of employers’ organisations). 

The “national public authorities” category is likewise mentioned on a regular basis, 
especially in respect of training and lifelong learning. 
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3.3. Conclusion 

A quantitative analysis reveals the existence of numerous documents distributed unevenly 
across the years. The bulk of these documents are common positions addressed to the 
European institutions. 

The second part of this report contains a list of joint documents for each sector, after 
which we include a table showing the year of signature, type of document and theme 
before presenting each sector. Considerable differences are apparent from one sector to 
another, which is why we have been able to draw up the typology presented in section 5.  

There is however no evidence of any gathering momentum progressing from tools to 
agreements. Nor is there necessarily a consensual topic at the outset. It is also worth 
recalling that our data run only from 1997, whereas dialogue began prior to that date in 
several of the sectors covered. This is borne out by our evaluation of the questionnaires, 
which reveals the fact that - whatever the theme - the adoption of an initial joint document 
is by its very nature consensual (for example working time in agriculture). Training, which 
was important in the case of the Val Duchesse social dialogue (Pochet, 2005c), should not 
therefore be overplayed as a first step in social dialogue. It would seem in many cases to 
be a point of arrival rather than departure in sectoral relations. 

Classifying the joint documents has enabled us to make more sense of this combined 
output than did previous approaches based on two categories. It proved difficult to classify 
many of the texts, and choices had to be made. However, the aim was not to supply 
precise statistics but to distinguish between and highlight dynamics and trends. One point 
is clear: fewer than 2% of the texts adopted are agreements with binding effect. 
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4. Qualitative analysis of the SSD process based on interviews 
and questionnaire responses 

In this section we shall highlight some of the qualitative elements emerging from our 
interviews and questionnaires. With roughly fifty hours of interviews at our disposal, the 
material available is too voluminous for us even to begin to summarise it here. Priority has 
therefore been given to aspects dealing with social dialogue in its own right. 

4.1. The players’ many definitions of social dialogue 

The first few people we interviewed stressed the difference between European social 
dialogue and national collective bargaining, yet they found it hard to define precisely 
where the difference lies. We decided for that reason to put two very simple questions to 
representatives of the European employers (ESFEs) and employees (EIFs): “How would 
you define European social dialogue?” and “How does European social dialogue differ 
from national collective bargaining?”. 

4.1.1. How should we define European social dialogue? 

One interviewee explained that “the success of the term ‘social dialogue’ can be attributed 
to its lack of meaning”. Another said “it’s a ‘neutral’ term to designate what is in reality a 
process likely to lead to European ‘collective bargaining’, a term that may scare some 
people”. 

Generally speaking, we note a difference in interpretation of the same concept, “social 
dialogue”, on the part of ESFEs and EIFs. Whereas the ESFEs are pleased to have a 
“constructive” social partnership for dialogue which facilitates more effective 
consultation, the EIFs are much more inclined to demand something more akin to 
bargaining (see also the joint EIF letter on the SSD, 2002). 

For the employers’ organisations, social dialogue normally means “mutual recognition 
and trust”, “seeking an accord”, “a way of overcoming traditional divisions”, “constructive 
exchanges in a climate of listening to and trusting one another”, “better mutual 
understanding”, “shared opinions”, “an opportunity for the two sides to hold talks”, “an 
instrument for regulating and monitoring change”. Representatives of the employers 
stated that the advantage of the Community level is that dialogue becomes “more flexible” 
and is held at “a level unconstrained by immediate decision-making”; “the structural 
conflict between the two sides is put on hold”. They contrasted this dialogue with “what 
happens in the Member States, where those present are often antagonistic”; after all, 
certain national issues (e.g. wages) play no part at European level. Some commented 
specifically on bargaining: “the absence of bargaining at European level is welcome”; “we 
would not engage in collective bargaining at European level, and not all of our members 
necessarily have national collective bargaining”. 

The EIFs, on the other hand, emphasised “the bridge between the employees’ and employers’ 
interests which enables us to set fair standards” and “the cooperation and negotiation 
between social partners for the benefit of their affiliates”. One EIF explained that, in its 
opinion, “European social dialogue encompasses all forms of bipartite relations and 
cooperation between employers and trade unions, including collective bargaining”. 
According to another, “we would like the SD to evolve into a bargaining forum. But, for 
the time being, the SD can’t conclude binding agreements. It has to take account of 
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national differences”. Some more general political thoughts are also to be found among 
their responses: “there is no real social policy within the EU, since everything is 
subordinate to economic policy”. 

Whereas one side inclines more towards bargaining and the other towards consultation, it 
seems that they both raise questions about the interplay between the national and 
Community levels: “agreements concluded at European level will always need to be found 
acceptable in the 25 Member States by employers on the one hand and trade union 
representatives on the other. That presupposes that any European agreements will be 
‘convergence-based’ agreements, adaptable to socio-economic circumstances in each of 
the 25 Member States”. This is why they wish to “promote and monitor local 
transposition”. They consider that the SD “lacks any direct involvement at national level 
in most countries” even though “it furthers social partner training and, through them, staff 
training about events affecting Europe”. 

4.1.2. Differences between European social dialogue and national collective bargaining 

Most of our respondents refused to compare the Community and national levels, 
explaining that: “it would be unreasonable even to attempt a comparison: we are not in 
the same register, nor on the same scale, nor even in the same line of tradition, outcomes 
or effectiveness”. The responses obtained can however be grouped according to three 
principal distinctions drawn by the social partners. They see European social dialogue as 
being distinct from national collective bargaining in terms of the fact that it is less 
adversarial, the implications of its transnational nature and, of course, its content. 

1) Less adversarial 

“Historically, collective bargaining arose out of the confrontation between employees and 
employers, by the employees putting forward claims resulting in disputes, strikes […]. The 
collective bargaining that developed at European level is not intended to prevent or 
terminate industrial disputes”, said one respondent. Another believes that “the negotiating 
dynamic remains the same, and European negotiations can be just as difficult as at 
national level”. 

2) Implications of transnational nature 

“Given the disparate social conditions in the Member States, carrying forward the process 
[of improving national social legislation] at the pace of the weakest is difficult for the 
trade unions. Their problem arises mainly from confusion between their interests and their 
customs”. 

“There are a lot more taboos at European level than in the national context, because the 
sector is very different from one country to another, which means taking account of 
certain constraints”. 

“Employees and employers have reached a different state of equilibrium from one 
Member State to another. Unfortunately, there is not yet any such consensus at European 
level, and agreements as detailed as those at national level would run the risk of 
disrupting that local equilibrium”. 

“Enlargement will not make things any easier. Because, if there are fundamental cultural 
differences even within the existing Member States as to the role and operation of social 
dialogue in organising economic and social reality in the countries concerned, 
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enlargement will bring in countries where the tradition of industrial relations has been 
stifled for over 50 years. And it will be no mean feat to breathe new life into it”. 

3) Content 

The subjects dealt with in European social dialogue are described as follows by the 
stakeholders: “topics/matters of common interest”, “key issues/social and economic 
reforms in the sector”, “socio-economic topics of sectoral interest”, and “subjects where it 
is possible to reach a national understanding that translates into agreements as long as 
these do not restrict national autonomy (for example lifelong learning)”. The nature of 
these subjects is specified as: “wide-ranging topics of a very general nature”, “structural 
and long-term issues”, and “desiderata to be transposed to country level that are more 
than recommendations”. Compared with the national level, they comprise “a much 
broader range of topics than national collective bargaining, which has immediate 
objectives (wages, working time, etc.)” or “matters of importance to the sector and not 
wage issues confined to national level”. Just one player, in giving a definition, mentioned 
“joint learning projects”. 

4.2. The players’ views of the Commission: mediator and/or protagonist 

The role of the Commission changes as a function of the relative importance of its two 
principal roles in the social dialogue: firstly, it acts as a mediator (chairing meetings, 
logistics, etc.), without any major institutional consequences; secondly, it acts as a 
protagonist by virtue of its capacity to produce a programme of action and proposals, 
especially in respect of consultations aimed at encouraging the social partners to tackle 
controversial topics. This role of protagonist evolves in accordance with the European 
social policy agenda. At the same time, flexible forms of coordination have emerged 
around the European employment strategy and the open method of coordination, carving 
out new spaces for all of the players. 

When asked whether or not they were satisfied with the Commission’s input - or more 
precisely that of the social dialogue unit in DG Employment and Social Affairs - many 
respondents answered “yes and no”. Concerning its mediating role (the term “facilitator” 
often cropped up), the practical, organisational and logistical facilities most often cited 
were reimbursing travel costs, chairing meetings and drafting minutes. In some sectors, 
where there are “troubled relations between the social partners”, it was pointed out that 
the Commission helps to “maintain contact”. 

The social partners expressed a number of criticisms, the main ones being as follows. 
They deemed the Commission’s assistance in providing reliable European-level statistical 
data (employment trends, wage levels, social security contributions, accidents at work, 
etc.) to be “woefully inadequate”. They also regretted that, unlike in the past, the 
Commission no longer undertakes to translate working documents into all the official 
languages. Lastly, the principal reproach voiced in the majority of our questionnaires and 
interviews concerns the provision of meeting rooms. They complain that scheduled 
meeting dates are confirmed belatedly and liable to be cancelled, “which is particularly 
irritating”. For this reason, some conclude that sectoral dialogue is not regarded by the 
Commission as a priority. Several joint letters have been sent to the Commission about 
this matter. The solution proposed by one player is to use its own premises with a budget 
for interpretation. Another recurrent problem (logistical, but also political) raised in the 
questionnaires is “how will we manage once there are 25 of us?”. 
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Apart from facilitating dialogue through its mediating role, how does the Commission fare 
in its role of political player? The social partners’ verdict on this role is apparent, inter 
alia, from the importance which they attach to different types of Commission activity. 
They appreciate the fact that representatives of other Commission DGs (Industry, Trade, 
Competition, etc.) are regularly invited to speak on certain agenda items related to 
Community developments affecting their sector; they also welcome the assistance given 
by legal experts in formulating and transposing the common policies which affect 
industrial relations and employment. The two sides of industry also call on the 
Commission to “help reach a consensus” and to “stimulate dialogue”. But whereas the 
ESFEs consider that the Commission “strengthens the competitive position of the sector”, 
the EIFs are often more vocal in their criticism of DG Employment and Social Affairs for 
playing a role that is “too passive” or “not sufficiently proactive” (see for example the 
joint EIF letter of 2002). 

4.3. Reciprocal commitments and/or joint requests? 

Not surprisingly, the responses from the ESFEs and the EIFs demonstrated different 
preferences. Generally speaking, the EIFs are in favour of signing reciprocal 
commitments, whereas businesses and the ESFEs prefer joint requests. 

According to one ESFE, “given that European legislation lays down compulsory measures 
in the sector, and that there is a wide variety of sub-sectors and national situations, it is 
useful for both sides to play the card of joint requests put to the Council and European 
Parliament”. Some explained that “social dialogue does not necessarily have to result in 
reciprocal commitments” and that “when they’re confronted with a problem, it’s their 
responsibility to choose the kind of expression that best meets their expectations, because 
that too is a part of negotiation”. Others regard reciprocal commitments as more of a 
means than an end: “reciprocal commitments strengthen the necessary basis for putting 
forward joint requests to the institutions”. This belief is held by the majority, but there are 
exceptions. 

For example, ESFEs representing sectors in decline also attach importance to reciprocal 
commitments, which they regard as “useful when there is real added value for both sides” 
and which “confirm the mutual understanding between the social partners”. Some of these 
sectors likewise consider that “certain Community initiatives take no account of specific 
sectoral circumstances (working conditions, the technical and economic feasibility of 
implementing the initiative) and consequently damage the ‘sustainability’ of the sector”. 
Joint demands are also indispensable in such cases in order to find new, suitable solutions. 

By contrast, to quote just two major EIFs, “reciprocal commitments must be developed in 
particular”; and “the social dialogue must become autonomous, even though the reality is 
that we are dependent on Council and Commission policy”. Some respondents did 
nevertheless stress the importance of exerting influence on Community policies, either so 
as to promote their social aspects or to attenuate the effects of deregulation. 

4.4. Dynamic of the social dialogue 

4.4.1 Factors driving forward social dialogue 

The first driving force mentioned is “the partners, their personal desire for dialogue and 
understanding. In other words, the men and women who constitute the SSDC”. 
Interpersonal relations between the players are of course an important factor, but one that 
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is difficult to evaluate. Concerning other criteria, however, we can once again contrast the 
responses from employers’ and from trade union organisations. The ESFE representatives 
are keen to promote the consultative function of social dialogue, which is propelled 
forward by four forces: 

1) the common policies (CAP, common transport policy, etc.), and a reduction in 
distortions of social competition; 

2) the restructuring of industries in decline: “the sector is doomed to a scaling-down of 
business. The partners are standing shoulder to shoulder so as to safeguard business 
and employment”. It is difficult to distinguish trends in the sector as such from 
Community policies in the field: “preserving and maintaining the sector’s capacity to 
survive in the context of European legislation (especially in the light of future market 
pressure)”; “decision-making by the European institutions is becoming increasingly 
incisive and is determining economic life in the sector, which reduces the capacity of the 
social partners to put across their interests at national level”; 

3) the effects of liberalisation; 

4) the promotion of greater visibility at Community level. 

The responses given by the EIFs indicate that the following factors could drive forward a 
negotiation-based social dialogue: 

1) the nature of the sector, which implies a strong tradition of sectoral bargaining: “a very 
labour-intensive sector with specific problems (e.g. construction: illegal employment, 
abuse of workers’ status, subcontracting, posting of workers, etc.)”. In such cases, 
some people consider that “the employees are the driving force”; 

2) shared social policy goals: “objectives in the field of training have made it possible to 
build trust between the social partners, which has made it possible to place more 
sensitive issues on the agenda, such as health and safety”; 

3) sectoral developments related to EU policy developments; trade union initiatives. 

4.4.2. Obstacles to social dialogue 

In answering our specific question about factors which impede social dialogue, the 
following points were made by both sides, at the interviews as well as in the questionnaire 
responses: 

1) national differences as concerns circumstances in the sector: “large companies do not 
always share the interests of small or medium-sized enterprises”. As concerns the 
traditions of national organisations: “the conviction that national situations are unique 
and cannot be compared with other countries”. Finally, regarding negotiating methods 
and the lack of knowledge about European issues: “the principle of subsidiarity and 
the lack of harmonisation” and “an inherently local sector has been used as a pretext 
to invoke subsidiarity, to hold things back”; 

2) a lack of resources (particularly Commission funding) is often cited, along with 
problems due to poor organisation of meetings; 

3) the complexity of the sector: “many different sub-sectors”; “elements of such 
complexity that they can only be addressed at national level”; 

4) the general economic situation: company closures, etc. 
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One person (on the employers’ side) drew attention to a fundamental impediment: “the 
inevitable diversity of views between the social partners”. Differences of opinion between 
the two sides come to the fore, each accusing the other of holding back dialogue for 
various reasons, given their respective conceptions of what this dialogue should comprise. 
The obstacles to dialogue named by the employers’ federations were “the politicisation of 
discussions”, “the trade unions’ attempts to extend social dialogue to include subjects that 
are not part of their remit”, and “interference from politics and strike action”. The 
employers’ organisations likewise complain of “obligations or pressure to sign 
agreements” and of “a poor understanding of whether or not issues such as working time 
ought to be handled at European level”. Another more obvious obstacle from the 
employers’ perspective is their “fear that this will entail additional costs for companies”. 

The main impediment to social dialogue from the point of view of trade union federations 
was “the employers’ lack of political will”, “the employers’ reluctance”, or more 
specifically in some sectors “certain national employers’ federations that hold things up”. 
To be more precise, they complain that the employers’ organisations “are reluctant to 
discuss conditions for dialogue” and are “afraid of change and refuse to see the benefits of 
a more rational organisation of work”. More generally, they also take issue with “a total 
failure to take account of social policy at EU level”. 

It is also worth mentioning that our interviewees referred to very specific language 
problems (interpretation, translation of documents). It would seem that English is widely 
spoken on the employers’ side, whereas on the trade union side there is still a much 
greater diversity of languages spoken. This can constitute an additional difficulty in some 
instances. 

The typology which follows led us to attempt to identify ways in which the players in each 
sector juggle the potential benefits and risks of social dialogue for themselves. We shall 
see how they manage to overcome these obstacles, with varying degrees of success, in 
order to make social dialogue a win-win process (sometimes in terms of industrial peace, 
sometimes in terms of image, sometimes in terms of regulation, etc.). 
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5. A typology 

Before going to the heart of the matter, we feel it is necessary to underscore one thing: 
given the huge profusion of highly diverse texts in 31 sectors, no attempt to draw up a 
typology could fully take account of such diversity. The very act of establishing a 
typology, an ideal type, implies minimising diversity in order to end up with categories 
which make sense and enable us to do more than just taking stock of particularities. 
Categories are inevitably somewhat porous. The typology presented below can of course 
be discussed and debated but, having cross-checked the data, we believe that it gives a 
reasonably coherent picture of the type of social dialogue (and its outcomes) in each 
sector. It has been corroborated by other partial studies. 

It appeared to us during the course of our research and interviews, as well as after having 
classified social dialogue outputs into various categories, that there were a number of 
similarities between different sectors. For example, sectors exposed to the full force of 
international competition such as textiles; sectors without any obvious European 
dimension such as hairdressing; sectors closely connected with Community policies such 
as agriculture; etc. 

Once we had studied sectoral outputs, we moved to a higher level of formulation by 
endeavouring to produce not a sector-based typology but one taking account of similar 
dynamics.  

At this stage in the sectoral social dialogue, it is difficult to find any trace of an 
autonomous social dialogue which is totally independent of Community or international 
policies. 

Thus the existence of Community policies is the principal stimulus shaping social 
dialogue in Europe - or not, as the case may be (for reasons to be given at the end of this 
section, social dialogue has still not come about in certain sectors even though Community 
policies impact significantly on them). This stimulus affects the sectors concerned and the 
players, especially the ones at European level, representing those sectors (a new set of 
opportunities and constraints). It also affects sectors by protecting/not protecting them 
from international competition (World Trade Organisation, common external tariff, 
multilateral and bilateral agreements: in short, the EU’s key role in external trade policy) 
and through the internal policies pursued by the Community institutions. This European 
stimulus can vary in strength, and its knock-on effect beyond the national context can vary 
in magnitude. 

As for the European players, they come from individual sectors having their own 
characteristics, their national traditions of collective bargaining and their greater or lesser 
degree of conflict/cooperation. Nevertheless, precisely because of the specific nature of 
this social dialogue (see previous section), the room for manoeuvre possessed by these 
European players is at the same time broader and narrower than that of national players. It 
is narrower in the sense that national practices within one and the same sector can be so 
diverse. They have to manage such huge diversity. It is broader in that they are less 
constrained by their national industrial relations background (less path dependent) and can 
give free rein to their imagination. Indeed, a greater or lesser degree of European and 
international pressure is intermediated via particular strategies. These European strategies 
are more consensual in the case of some social partners than others; the type of 
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commitment being sought may be more or less ambitious. Everything turns on the ability 
of the players to create “European substance” to their social dialogue. 

We have defined two general categories covering the outcomes of social dialogue: 
“common positions” mainly addressed to the European institutions; and "reciprocal 
commitments” (agreements, recommendations, declarations and tools), i.e. joint texts 
mainly addressed to the social partners themselves. Two types of strategy are developed 
by the players as a result of European pressure. Firstly, acting on the source of pressure 
itself: in other words, trying to influence European policies (a function deriving from that 
of consultation). Secondly, managing change in the sector whether or not it results 
primarily from Community policies. There can in addition be reciprocal commitments 
which arise from specific problems in the sector, even though these are so far very rare. 
An example would be violence in the commerce sector. 

In this study, and in our typology, our main interest lies in the outputs which we have 
described as “reciprocal commitments”. It would be worthwhile conducting further 
research to analyse systematically the “common positions” and their effect on Community 
policies. 

The diagram below is a graphical representation of the main interactions occurring. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
All these elements can be used to create broad categories of social dialogue according to 
the external environment, the players’ strategies and their expectations of European social 
dialogue. As we shall see, some of the categories we are dealing with are more 
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object” of social dialogue. It is, in a sense, a “given” for those concerned. When the 
pressure is more diffuse, the players have a more important role in crystallising that 
“European object” around which dialogue takes place. 

The situation of the players is asymmetrical, as we have shown. The trade union side has a 
preference for joint documents setting out far-reaching mutual obligations, which is rarely 
the case for the employers. Given that the trade unions are not in a position of strength and 
find it hard to conduct transnational campaigns, the readiness of the employers to engage 
in sectoral social dialogue is often what determines its degree of ambition. As we shall see 
in our final section, there is a certain correlation between these factors and the type of 
documents adopted. 

5.1. Six categories 

5.1.1. European-scale industrial relations 

This first category is characterised by the predominant role played by the European Union 
in drawing up common policies. These are for the most part policies where international 
competition is (potentially) fierce and which are often circumscribed by waiver 
agreements. Agriculture and fisheries obviously fall under this definition. Transport policy 
is much less clear-cut, even though it is provided for in the Treaty of Rome, and not until 
the 1990s was there a policy - above all one of deregulation 20 - which affected all the 
various sectors 21.  

What is distinctive about the social partners in these sectors is that they are structurally 
involved in European Union policy-making and are consulted about the numerous projects 
underway. Access to information is readily available and Community policies can be 
influenced in many ways. These sectors, therefore, are highly integrated into those 
policies. Social dialogue brings to the fore specific “preferences” (at least on the trade 
union side), as was made plain during our interviews and is indirectly borne out by the 
Nordestgaard and Kirton-Darling survey (2004) on codes of conduct. Indeed, the table 
showing the different sectors’ attitudes towards these new instruments revealed that all the 
sectors in this category responded in the same fashion: they prefer classic instruments in 
the form of legislation or collective agreements. They were the only ones to express this 
preference in such strong terms. 

The explanation for this may lie in the fact that these sectors are already fully integrated 
into the decision-making mechanisms of the Community. Another reason may be that the 
type of common positions produced in the past do not necessarily have very much added 

                                                 
20 For example concerning the railways (European Parliament and Council of the European Union, 2001 

a, b and c). 
21 Each sector was given the opportunity to implement the “working time” directive (Council of the 

European Union, 1993). In actual fact this directive excluded all the transport sectors from its scope. A 
Commission White Paper issued in July 1997 requested recommendations from the joint committees in 
the excluded sectors with a view to adapting the principles of the directive (maximum working time or 
minimum rest periods, among others) to their respective sectors. The Commission then launched a 
second round of social partner consultations in order to extend all of the directive’s provisions to non-
mobile workers in the excluded sectors. It also called on the transport social partners to embark on 
negotiations for mobile workers so as to reach agreements which could be transformed into directives by 
a decision of the Council. Three sectors did reach agreements - sea transport, railways and civil aviation - 
whereas the negotiations came to nothing in the road transport and inland waterways sectors.  
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value. (It is interesting to note that joint committees have existed in these sectors since the 
1960s and 1970s and have generated a large number of “joint opinions”, which were the 
equivalent in those days of our “common positions” category.) Thus the aim is to arrive at 
collective bargaining and binding agreements. 

Having said that, the results in terms of attaining these goals have been patchy, and 
various factors can facilitate or impede their attainment. Only agriculture and the railways 
really seem to have managed to create European-scale industrial relations, even though the 
“agreements” signed are manifestly different in nature from national collective 
agreements. 

5.1.2. Exposure to competition and interconnection across national borders 

What characterises this second category is not integration with Community policies but a 
high degree of exposure to the various processes of liberalisation, deregulation and 
competition across Europe. These processes occurred throughout the 1990s: they have had 
a considerable impact on the utility sectors (telecommunications, postal services and 
electricity) and, consequently, on the vibrancy of social dialogue. The opening up of 
telecommunications to competition back in the late 1980s, the gradual deregulation of 
postal services since 1997 (Council of the European Union, 1997; European Parliament 
and Council of the European Union, 2002) and the measures aimed at establishing an 
internal market in electricity (European Parliament and Council of the European Union, 
2003a) led, first of all, to the adoption of numerous common positions in a bid to take 
action upstream of Community policies: enforcement of competition rules, effects of 
liberalisation on employment, organisation of the sector, the social dimension, universal 
service, etc. This category is the one which has produced the most joint documents: 15 for 
postal services; 13 for telecommunications. 

Since then, the European social partners have undertaken to carry out a number of joint 
activities by way of coping, downstream, with the social consequences of liberalisation. 
To this end they have produced not only a whole host of training and information tools 
(studies, glossaries, etc.), but also several recommendations or “frameworks of action” 
(postal services, telecommunications, electricity). We distinguish here between “framework 
of action” recommendations and codes of conduct in sectors undergoing change (see 
below). These reciprocal commitments usually cover the following topics: training, 
employment, non-discrimination and health/safety. 

As far as the players are concerned, trade unions are normally well represented in national 
enterprises and a culture of partnership prevails. Some of the employers initially contested 
the proposals for European liberalisation on the grounds of the uniqueness of the sector, 
but subsequently came round to managing the Community processes underway. Exchanges 
with the trade unions relate to certain aspects of these changes. 

The construction sector occupies a place of its own within this category. Unlike the others, 
it is not a utility sector. Nevertheless, the debates around the “posting of workers” 
directive (European Parliament and Council of the European Union, 1996), the provision 
of cross-border services and the exchanging of such services between companies have for 
the most part generated the same dynamics as those we have highlighted (in particular an 
exposure of national spaces to European-level competition) and a desire to find joint 
solutions. The aim here has not however been to manage the transition towards greater 
competition, but to consolidate achievements already made and stabilise the conditions for 
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competition. The recent proposal for a directive on services, the so-called Bolkestein 
directive (CEC, 2004b), indicates that further developments may well ensue. 

5.1.3. Keeping pace with European developments and ensuring industrial peace 

European and international pressure on sectors in this third category is relatively 
insignificant and relates mainly to the establishment of common national rules. Although 
these sectors are subject to extensive change, the principal factor here is to keep pace with 
European developments with a view to maintaining industrial peace. We have grouped 
together under this heading banking and insurance, two sectors whose activities are 
particularly similar, and the chemical industry. 

The European Union has adopted a number of directives as part of the completion of the 
internal market (annual accounts of banks and other financial institutions, accounting 
standards, etc.; REACH in the chemical industry) (European Parliament and Council of 
the European Union, 2001d and 2003b). There have not been any major European 
implications for industrial relations, even though in recent years these sectors have 
undergone many mergers and restructuring operations, first at national and then at 
European level. They are, however, sectors which remain essentially national (e-banking 
and e-insurance are not yet well developed at transnational level). 

As concerns the players, trade union organisations generally have a noticeable presence in 
businesses in the banking and insurance sectors as well as in the chemical industry; 
national social dialogue can be regarded as a traditional factor for industrial peace. Given 
that there are no major European issues at stake, Community-level social dialogue here 
can be regarded as being “conservative” in the sense that it replicates the partnership 
practices established at national level but has not (yet) discovered a driving force of its 
own. It is not particularly dynamic, but nor are there any obvious obstacles (training is a 
fairly consensual topic). National social dialogue is well developed and enables the 
partners to work on the basis of a national relationship of trust, without so far having 
managed to create a European negotiating agenda. It appears that on the employers’ side 
there is no desire to move in the direction of binding agreements. 

The output of joint texts in these three sectors has been relatively modest (4 to 5 
agreements per sector over the period under consideration). European social dialogue is 
evidently still seeking a momentum that will give it shape. That said, the situation is not 
static and the banking sector is showing signs of movement in respect of corporate social 
responsibility - a source of some tension between the different employer organisations in 
the sector. Furthermore, other developments could result from the introduction of new 
technology and the intensifying process of concentration. 

5.1.4. Coping with change in a context of globalisation 

Our fourth category is strongly affected by the impact of globalisation. It brings together 
traditional sectors of activity (textiles/clothing, tanning, footwear, woodworking/furniture 
and sugar), all of which are experiencing outsourcing overseas and/or enhanced 
competition from less developed countries. Whether or not business will continue on 
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European soil is in most cases uncertain in the long term 22. There is still a European level 
of regulation, but it is negotiated mainly within - or under pressure from - international 
bodies such as the World Trade Organisation (WTO). 

What is specific about these sectors is that they are highly labour-intensive and have a 
strong tradition of trade unionism. These traditional industries are in fact experiencing an 
economic crisis of such proportions that the effects on employment can be attenuated only 
by introducing global measures backed by all the social partners. Under threat from the 
disappearance of these industries, the social dialogue is influenced by external factors 
(internationalisation, outsourcing abroad) and internal criteria (a shared interest in 
managing change) which have fostered intense activity on the part of the social dialogue 
committees, especially around codes of conduct. These texts take international 
conventions of the ILO (International Labour Organisation) as their starting point and then 
attempt to graft on social rights specific to the EU. 

We would also point out that, in these sectors under threat, the code of conduct is a 
strategy aimed at reaching out to competitors located beyond Europe’s borders, in 
companies and/or countries where the presence of trade unions is weak or even non-
existent. It is also a means of gaining access to Europe’s political authorities and can slow 
the pace of opening up trade. Sugar is a somewhat different case, in that there are two 
different products (beet and cane); but environmentally and socially responsible 
production can help to increase the visibility of the sector among decision-makers. Access 
to the appropriate decision-makers is in any event crucial in order to alleviate competition. 

5.1.5. Constructing a European dimension (and a European profile) 

The fifth category is both relatively immune to international competition and relatively 
unaffected by Community policies. Unlike the other categories, there are no obvious 
European issues which would “naturally” favour the construction of a European 
dimension. The sectors falling into this category are all service sectors: private security, 
the cleaning industry, personal services, live performance, temporary work, Horeca and 
audiovisual. 

In industrial relations terms, the features specific to these sectors often include difficult 
working conditions, non-standard forms of employment (part-time or temporary) and 
irregular working hours (nights, weekends). Image problems can sometimes loom large 
too. 

Although most of these sectors are seeing a growth in employment (above all private 
security, temporary work and cleaning), trade union organisations generally have less of a 
presence, especially among peripheral members of staff. 

There are no overall, indisputable European issues which could account for social dialogue 
in these sectors but rather partial, indirect and diffuse issues. Thus, certain directives (e.g. 
on VAT rates in highly labour-intensive services) may indirectly have a substantial impact 
on industrial relations. In certain sectors, such as live performance, the social partners 

                                                 
22  We are not overlooking the fact that European Union enlargement to encompass the central and eastern 

European countries as well as Cyprus and Malta may alter the prospects for these sectors in some ways, 
but our study is confined to the period 1997-2004.  
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draw attention to what sets them apart: the directives on non-discrimination between men 
and women in respect of access to employment, for example, have little relevance to an 
opera. 

The comparatively marginal impact of the European Union, and the fact that these sectors 
are not in direct competition with one another since they remain largely national, explain 
why the European social dimension has to be not so much endured as constructed. 
(Although in a sector such as the audiovisual industry, the “television without borders” 
directive has an important European dimension, the overriding purpose of social dialogue 
is to construct a European social agenda.) And this need to construct something renders 
this category more susceptible than others to the personal strategies of the players and to 
good relations between them. The employers frequently find an element of European 
interest (e.g. joint training for hairdressers or theatre technicians) and invite the trade 
unions to share it. The same applies to “best value” in the private security and cleaning 
industry sectors, and to VAT for Horeca. This may likewise involve codes of conduct 
(private security and personal services). Training is an important topic in all instances, 
most notably with a view to improving the image, professionalism and attractiveness of 
these sectors. 

5.1.6. Developing an autonomous social dialogue independent of cross-industry dialogue 

We considered the commerce and local and regional government sectors to be a separate 
category since we believe them to be driven by particular forces. They seek to proclaim 
their uniqueness at all levels. In order to do so, the players have developed an all-round 
strategy ranging from lobbying the European institutions to conducting internal social 
dialogue. 

As far as commerce is concerned, it is not a matter of resisting international competition 
but of benefiting from it in order to reduce prices of sale. Moreover, there is tension 
between representatives of the sector and the European cross-industry organisations, 
which to a certain extent creates a climate of competition. The joint document 
(recommendation) on telework constitutes one example. 

With respect to local and regional government, one important aspect of social dialogue in 
this sector is to safeguard public services. One example is the 2003 joint declaration on the 
role of local and regional public services and on the White Paper on services of general 
interest; another is the common positions on safeguarding jobs in the public sector, quality 
of employment and social dialogue. 

The following table shows in summary form the various key points and dynamics set out 
above. 
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5.2. Limitations of social dialogue 

We shall now spell out the impediments and limitations to the development of sectoral 
social dialogue. There is a symmetry between the factors leading to a poorly developed, 
less well-developed or crisis-ridden social dialogue and those leading to progress. 

First of all, the difficulty of constructing a European dimension for dialogue and 
discussion. Whereas in certain cases such a dimension is “given” through the very 
existence of European policies which shape the sector, in others it has to be constructed. 
This has to correspond to national priorities or to national ways of addressing issues which 
could shape a European dialogue. On this point, the diversity of national situations was 
referred to in most of our questionnaires and interviews as a factor which constrains 
sectoral social dialogue. 

As in the case of the building of Europe itself, it is easier to react than to construct 
(negative vs. positive integration). When the players disagree about the very purpose and 
ultimate goal of social dialogue, the only way to achieve a consensus is to produce 
common positions without very much content. 

It is perhaps worth mentioning that some players regard themselves more as lobbies than 
as social partners with a negotiating mandate. National organisations are not always 
prepared to consider their European representative as having responsibility for industrial 
relations matters at sectoral level. 

Of the other elements which came to our notice, we would single out an organisational 
difficulty in terms of mutual recognition and a fragmentation of interests. Finally, from a 
micro-sociological point of view, difficult interpersonal relations were often cited as a 
significant cause of awkward episodes, or even more permanent blockages, in the social 
dialogue. 
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6. Brief overview of all 31 sectors 

The purpose of this research project was not to produce a monograph of each of the 31 
sectors examined. We nevertheless think it worthwhile and relevant to devote just a few 
lines to summarising our findings for each of them. We therefore describe the various 
sectors below, grouping them in accordance with the categories set out above, which will 
provide the reader with a more tangible grasp of our classification criteria. 

6.1. Sectors striving towards a European scale of industrial relations 

Agriculture (EFFAT + GEOPA/COPA) 

 Common position Rules of procedure Tool Declaration Recommendation Agreement 

1997     1 (Working time)  

1998       

1999  1 (Soc. dialogue)     

2000 1 (Employment)  1 (Training)    

2001   2 (Health/safety)    

2002     1 (Training)  

2003       

2004       

Total 1 1 3  2 0 
 

Agriculture - by which we mean farm workers - is undoubtedly one of the pioneering 
sectors as far as social dialogue is concerned. It signed an agreement on working time 
back in the 1980s and was also one of the first, in the early 1990s, to adopt a very 
proactive strategy towards the candidate countries which represent a potential pool of 
members. In 1997 the social partners adopted a recommendation on working time and 
flexibility and, in 2002, another on training, based on Article 139 of the Treaty. In terms 
of their content, these two recommendations come very close to the “agreement” category, 
but what they lack according to our typology is an implementation deadline. 

In addition, three sets of tools have been produced, including a health and safety manual. 
There has also been a common position aimed at setting out the social partners’ view on 
the employment situation of farm workers in Europe. 

Follow-up and implementation at national level have become crucial aspects. The 1997 
recommendation on working time was scheduled for follow-up in 2004, as was the one on 
training. It is nonetheless difficult, in the words of one of our interviewees, to distinguish 
between what results from the influence of the European document and what results from 
internal developments. There may be some cross-over: a topic is dealt with at national level, 
which enables it to be placed on the European agenda. Once the text has been signed, 
national developments progress along the same lines, but that had already been the case 
prior to the agreement. The latest recommendation, on training, is especially important: the 
follow-up arrangements are much more thorough and national implementation has begun. It 
would appear that, with this recommendation, the two sides took a major step forward as 
concerns the quality of their social dialogue. 
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Our interviewees told us, moreover, that the training tools should not be underestimated. 
These have had an impact not just in countries and/or regions which previously had no 
such tools, but also in better-equipped countries. 

Fishing (ETF + EUROPÊCHE/COGECA) 

 Common position Rules of procedure Tool Declaration Recommendation Agreement 

1997 1 (Sustainable dev.)      

1998 1 (Health/safety)      

1999 1 (Health/safety)      

2000 1 (Ec./sect. pol.)   1 (Training)   

2001 1 (Soc. aspects) 
1 (Working conds.) 

     

2002 1 (Soc. aspects) 
1 (Enlargement) 

 1 (Working time)    

2003       

2004 1 (Working conds.)      

Total 9  1 1   

 

The fishing sector is characterised by a very specific socio-economic structure, work 
determined by the environment and collective bargaining activity which is very uneven 
from one Member State to another. What is more, the volume of employment is declining 
steadily. Given this context, the Commission has proposed measures to accompany the 
current reform of the common fisheries policy: these measures have provoked reactions 
from the social partners in the form of common positions (CEC, 2001). 

As in the case of road transport, it proved impossible to reach an agreement on the “working 
time” directive. The Commission therefore passed legislation to guarantee health/safety 
rights for all workers in the sector. The failure of the agreement is largely attributable to 
the fact that the European employers’ organisation Europêche/Cogeca never managed to 
obtain the necessary negotiating mandate from its national membership. No follow-up to 
the directive is planned, but the ETF is in any event attempting to do further work around 
the issue of working time. A joint “stock-taking exercise”, looking at the regulations on 
working time in force in each country was attempted, and resulted in a “tool” 23, but 
nothing else has ensued as yet. 

An important step was however taken in 2001 with the signing of a “social clause to be 
inserted into fishing agreements with third countries” 24. It affords protection for the 
fundamental rights of third-country nationals on board EU vessels and, in particular, 
guards against excessively low pay in the sector. After a period of hesitation between 
December 2001 and December 2002, follow-up finally took place on the inclusion of the 
social clause in agreements with third countries. In 2004 a common position 25 expressed 
satisfaction with the ILO’s initiative of drawing up a Convention accompanied by a 
recommendation on sector-specific standards, including among other aspects the specific 

                                                 
23 Fishing: 6 March 2002. 
24 Fishing: 19 December 2001. 
25 Fishing: 13 May 2004 
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matter of remuneration for piece-work. ETF would also like to promote a guaranteed 
minimum wage in the future. 

Railways (ETF + CER) 

 Common position Rules of procedure Tool Declaration Recommendation Agreement 

1997 2 (Ec./sect. pol.) 
1 (Working time) 

     

1998 1 (Ec./sect. pol.)     1 (Working time) 

1999 1 (Ec./sect. pol.) 1 (Soc. dialogue)     

2000   1 (Ec./sect. pol.)
1 (Training) 

   

2001   1 (Training) 1 (Working conds.)   

2002       

2003       

2004      1 (Working conds.)
1 (Working time) 

Total 5 1 3 1  3 

 

The railway sector is at the meeting-point of two different dynamics. On the one hand, it 
belongs in this first category due to the existence of a Community policy and a clear trade 
union preference for binding agreements. On the other, the deregulation and exposure to 
competition which have occurred in the railways in recent years 26 would justify placing 
this sector in the second category. Significantly, the considerable output of common 
positions (five since 1997) is also a feature of sectors confronted by deregulation and 
exposure to competition of (and within) national spaces. Initially, both ETF and CER 
objected for many years to railway liberalisation and produced a large number of joint 
declarations (including, among others, on the European Commission White Paper “A 
strategy for revitalising Community railways” 27, on the “effects of the establishment of 
the freeways” 28 and on the “infrastructure package” 29). All these common positions 
commented on highly specific measures tackled in the framework of liberalisation in the 
sector, which took place by virtue of the successive railway “packages”. The intention of 
the social partners was to anticipate the social consequences and regulate liberalisation by 
introducing issues such as health/safety and training.  

Then, in 1999, the employers’ representatives (CER) decided to stop opposing 
liberalisation but instead to lobby actively to influence the legislative process. Thus the 
two organisations continued to lobby separately until 15 March 2003, when the first 
railway package (the infrastructure package) liberalised international freight transport, 
thereby opening up the market to competition. The railway companies feared that new 
private operators who were not constrained by any particular national social regulation 
would push down social standards so as to gain a competitive advantage. It should 

                                                 
26  See in particular Council of the European Communities, 1991a; Council of the European Union, 1996a; 

European Parliament and Council of the European Union, 2001a and 2001e. 
27 Railways: 3 June 1997. 
28 Railways: 3 June 1997. 
29 Railways: 8 June 1999. 
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however be added that another reason why the extensive activity of the SSDC described 
here is so effective has to do with regular contacts with the relevant DG of the 
Commission: DG TREN recognises the social dimension of industrial policies and lends 
credibility to the social partners, who are always represented in decision-making processes 
and who implement the agreements at national level when necessary. 

The rail sector is also one of those exempted from the “working time” directive. It 
managed to reach an agreement to extend the directive to all railway companies and 
infrastructure firms in the sector. The 1998 agreement on the organisation of working 
time 30 resulted from the adoption of the “working time” directive (93/104), which we 
referred to in the previous section concerning the category of sectors striving towards a 
European scale of industrial relations. The two organisations representing the sector, ETF 
and CER, had in fact issued a joint opinion 31 on the subject as long ago as 1997: in it they 
called on the Commission to draw up a legislative proposal allowing the provisions of the 
general directive of 1993 to be applied to mobile and non-mobile railway workers (with 
three specific derogations for mobile workers). The success of this text can be explained 
by several factors: the unity of the European employers’ representatives within the CER, 
the longstanding experience of working together in the Joint Committee (established in 
1972), the national traditions of social partnership in public enterprises and, finally, the 
common defence of their interests when faced with the threat of liberalisation. 

These factors undoubtedly came into play again more recently over the signing of two new 
agreements in 2004. We shall describe their genesis before explaining them. ETF/CER 
negotiations had been taking place since 2000 concerning a European driver’s licence. The 
thinking was to create a market in train drivers and to outsource training in order to form a 
pool of drivers employable as temporary workers. The ETF’s strategy was to demand that 
railway companies themselves should bear responsibility for training. The Commission for 
its part believed that a social partner agreement on a European driver’s licence would go 
beyond the scope of Article 137 and could not be transposed by a Council decision 
pursuant to Article 139 of the EC Treaty. Eventually the ETF agreed to negotiate a text 
which would apply within companies and to continue lobbying the Commission. The CER 
likewise agreed to negotiate between May and October 2002, making it possible for two 
new documents to be signed on 27 January 2004: one on the European licence for drivers 
carrying out a cross-border interoperability service 32; the other on certain aspects of the 
working conditions of mobile workers assigned to interoperable cross-border services 33. 
The agreement on the driving licence drew heavily on the Commission proposal 
concerning the European train driver’s licence. The one on working conditions lays down 
minimum standards for the working hours, driving time and breaks of mobile workers, the 
aim being to ensure fair competition. The signatory parties then called on the Commission 
to implement this agreement by means of a Council decision, pursuant to Article 139(2) of 
the EC Treaty. Both of these texts are to be monitored by a working group which will 
meet once every six months to coincide with meetings of the SSDC. 

                                                 
30 Railways: 30 September 1998. 
31 Railways: 3 June 1997. 
32 Railways: 27 January 2004 
33 Railways: 27 January 2004 
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The railway sector has furthermore produced three studies since 1999 (classified as “tools” 
in our database). These are interesting in that they arose out of a joint employer-employee 
study group in the wake of a survey conducted in several national companies. The topics 
investigated are interoperability, the use of new technologies in training and employability 
34. The latter report served to answer the question “can the concept of employability be 
applied to European railway companies?”. Its two other purposes were, firstly, to extend 
the survey to encompass the east European countries and, more specifically, disabled 
people, and, secondly, to issue a recommendation entitled “adaptability of enterprises: 
organisation of work” 35.  

Sea transport (ETF + ECSA) 

 Common position Rules of procedure Tool Declaration Recommendation Agreement 

1997 1 (Ec./sect. pol.)   1 (Training)   

1998      1 (Working time) 

1999  1 (Soc. dialogue)     

2000 1 (Training)      

2001       

2002 1 (Ec./sect. pol.)      

2003 1 (Ec./sect. pol.)      

2004   1 (Non-discrim.)    

Total 4 1 1 1  1 

 

Social dialogue in this sector is dynamic, as became apparent when it came to 
implementing the “working time” directive: it was the first to sign an agreement 
subsequently transposed into Community legislation. This success story is largely due to 
particular circumstances: international working time standards were under negotiation at 
the same time and by the same people. Thus we can refer to a multi-level legislative 
process. Indeed, since this sector is so very international, there is a significant amount of 
interaction between international standards and Community legislation. In 1996 the ILO 
adopted Convention No. 180, laying down maximum working hours and minimum rest 
periods. Thereafter, the 1997 Commission White Paper generated a lively dialogue 
between the FST and ECSA: these talks resulted in an agreement firming up the ILO 
recommendation 36. That in turn was transposed into a directive (Council of the European 
Union, 1999) which applies to all seafarers sailing on board vessels registered in an EU 
Member State. The agreement was accompanied by other legal instruments to ensure that 
the ILO Convention is complied with by vessels registered outside of the EU which berth 
in the ports of Member States. 

Our interviews revealed that “the working time agreement is being followed up”. The 
social partners are in addition monitoring the endeavours of the ILO to consolidate all the 
existing maritime conventions. From a legal point of view, sea transport is governed to a 
large extent by international conventions, including those drawn up by the ILO. 

                                                 
34 Railways: 1 March 2000; 1 May 2000; 1 November 2001. 
35 Railways: 1 December 2001. 
36 Sea transport: 30 September 1998. 
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Competition in the sector, by its very nature more global than any other, is fierce: the fleet 
flying the flag of EU Member States lost 30% of its workforce between 1985 and 1995 as 
a result of competition from vessels flying third country flags. 

Over and above this precursor agreement, the SSDC seems to possess a momentum of its 
own, especially as concerns training. A seminar held in Dublin in 1996 led to the adoption 
of a declaration 37. A code of conduct on non-discrimination 38 was issued in 2004, 
concerning in particular harassment and bullying in the workplace. It contains guidelines 
for shipping companies; these cite a number of case studies and good practices for 
eliminating such conduct by means of education programmes. 

Civil aviation (ETF, ECA + AEA, CANSO,ERA, ACI-EUROPE, IACA) 

 Common position Rules of procedure Tool Declaration Recommendation Agreement 

1997       

1998       

1999       

2000      1 (Working time) 

2001 1 (Ec./sect. pol.)      

2002       

2003 1 (Ec./sect. pol.) 1 (Soc. dialogue)     

2004       

Total 2 1    1 

 

The outcome of this social dialogue has been very modest, apart from the agreement on 
working time (see below). The dialogue has in fact been driven exclusively from the 
“outside”: the sole objective of the social partners is to make their voice heard by the 
European institutions when consultations are held. That is how it came about that, after 
three years of negotiations in a working group, 85% of their joint demands were 
incorporated into the compromise reached in the conciliation procedure on the creation of 
a “single European sky”. The Commission regarded this agreement, signed on 28 January 
2004, as a priority in its overall reform of airspace management. 

The main factor blocking the way to joint commitments is a fragmentation of interests, as 
is made plain by the employers’ division into five organisations (ACI-Europe, AEA, ERA, 
IACA and CANSO) and by the lack of consensus among airlines themselves on the 
financial implications of liberalisation. Indeed, civil aviation has been thrown into crisis 
by the growing liberalisation in the sector and its economic implications: mergers and 
competition from low-cost carriers. Hence the employers are gearing themselves up to 
lobby the European institutions through informal advisory committees, the idea being to 
put forward their respective interests. The trade union organisations, for their part, would 
also like to exert influence upstream of political decision-making. One of them has even 
proposed that DG TREN should include more of a social dimension in its future proposals. 

                                                 
37 Sea transport: 27 February 1997. 
38 Sea transport: 1 December 2004 
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However, there is insufficient balance between the two sides to carry forward the internal 
social dialogue on social matters. The 2000 agreement on the organisation of working time 
of mobile staff 39 is the only one to have been signed; it was subsequently implemented by 
a Council decision (Council of the European Union, 2000) of that same year. This 
agreement lays down minimum conditions: it restricts flying time to 900 hours and annual 
working time to 2000 hours, and stipulates minimum numbers of monthly and annual rest 
days. According to one of our interviewees, “this directive is a ‘life belt’ for airlines that 
have no collective agreements”. It entered into force on 1 December 2003. 

Once this agreement had been signed, the two organisations representing the workers, ETF 
and ECA, called for further regulation of FTL (flight time limitation) in view of the 
fatigue caused by the duration of long-haul flights and by jet lag. It was refused. The same 
two trade unions likewise called for a working group on training and health/safety: this 
request too was turned down by their main counterpart. In terms of future social dialogue 
with the new EU Member States, given that aviation is a mobile industry, some airlines 
might relocate and begin operating from a base in one of those countries. That would 
further complicate an already difficult social dialogue. 

Road transport (ETF + IRU) 

 Common position Rules of procedure Tool Declaration Recommendation Agreement 

1997       

1998       

1999       

2000 1 (Working conds.) 1 (Soc. dialogue)     

2001       

2002       

2003 1 (Enlargement) 
1 (Health/safety) 

 1 (Working conds.) 1 (Working conds.)   

2004       

Total 3 1 1 1   

 

In this sector, which is undergoing a rapid expansion in the EU, we have identified several 
impediments to the internal momentum of the social dialogue: the first is without doubt 
the economic fragmentation of the employers’ representatives, along with the low level of 
unionisation in the sector. The second is the plethora of legislative proposals which, 
paradoxically, absorb all the social partners’ energy. 

Working time dominated discussion from 1993 until 1998. The still-born social partner 
agreement was subsequently converted into a proposal to the Council and resulted in 
sectoral European legislation. Not one country planned to transpose this directive before 
2005. The Finnish and Spanish governments even demanded that it be repealed, so as to 
exclude freelance operators. The United Kingdom would like an opt-out clause, yet such 
clauses can apply only to horizontal directives and not to sectoral ones. 

                                                 
39 Civil aviation: 22 March 2000. 



Philippe Pochet, Anne Dufresne, Christophe Degryse, Dominique Jadot 

70 European sectoral social dialogue 1997-2004 

It is important to point out that, after the failure of negotiations in 1998, each of the 
players continued its own lobbying of the institutions, albeit without abandoning the 
SSDC meetings. While the draft directive on working time in road transport was held up 
in the Council, DG TREN launched consultations (but not in the meaning of the Treaty) 
on the social dimension in the sector. Four areas were covered: there was a directive on 
training (August 2003); a proposal for a directive on monitoring national enforcement of 
drivers’ working time/rest periods (October 2003); the question of illegal employment of 
third-country drivers; and, lastly, the amendment of Regulation No. 3820/85 so as to 
include 3.5 tonne vehicles. The political aim was to get talks moving once more at the 
Transport Council. 

Even though social dialogue appears problematical in this sector, there are two working 
groups which seem more promising: local public transport and logistics (on vocational 
training). The latter has only recently been constituted, but on local transport the UITP 
proposed reaching a delegated agreement with the IRU as long ago as 2000. This sector 
was extremely active in 2003: it carried out a study 40, signed a recommendation on 
insecurity 41 and held a conference on quality in employment. 

Inland waterways (ETF + UENF, OEB) 

 Common position Rules of procedure Tool Declaration Recommendation Agreement 

1997 1 (Ec./sect. pol.)      

1998       

1999       

2000       

2001       

2002       

2003       

2004       

Total 1      

 

Until recently, social dialogue had amounted to just two meetings since 1998, partly 
because there had been few Community initiatives and because of problems to do with 
splits and poor organisation on the employers’ side: the OEB and the UINF were the two 
employers’ organisations in the sector for many years, but the UINF has since merged 
with the IAR (Internationale Arbeitsgemeinschaft der Rheinschiffahrt) to become the 
UENF. 

Negotiations on working time failed back in 1995 owing to the OEB’s refusal to apply the 
rules on working time to small as well as large operators. Later, when it came to revising 
the agreement, some national organisations attempted - unsuccessfully - to persuade the 
UINF to adopt a stance (since the OEB had no mandate to adopt texts). Thereafter the 
Commission apparently put matters in the hands of the Central Commission for 

                                                 
40 Insecurity and feeling of insecurity in local public transport, summary report, 1 February 2003. 
41 “Insecurity and feeling of insecurity in local public transport”, recommendations of the European social 

partners to the representatives of managements and of trade unions in local public transport companies in 
the European Union, 13 November 2003. 
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Navigation on the Rhine (CCNR - an intergovernmental body), even though it is not a 
representative organisation. 

Talks began a short while ago about conducting a survey of the social situation in the 
sector, and more specifically about training linked to minimum onboard crew strengths. 
Social dialogue may perhaps gain a new lease of life in future because enlargement has 
extended the European river system by including the Danube. The ETF has asked that a 
joint opinion be drawn up about the impact of enlargement and about working time. 

Mines (EMCEF + APEP, EURACOAL, EUROMINES) 

 Common position Rules of procedure Tool Declaration Recommendation Agreement 

1997       

1998       

1999       

2000  1 (Soc. dialogue)     

2001       

2002 1 (Employment)      

2003 1 (Health/safety) 
1 (Soc. dialogue) 

1 (Sustainable dev.) 

  1 (Training)   

2004 1 (Ec./sect. pol.)      

Total 5 1  1   

 

A joint committee on coal was established in 1952 under the auspices of the ECSC Treaty. 
When that Treaty lapsed in 2002 it was directly replaced by an SSDC. This sector could 
equally well have been included in the “sectors in decline” category, given the steady 
reduction in coal mining in most producer countries (France, Spain, the UK and 
Germany). Moreover, government aid for production is to be scaled down markedly in 
future years. Several common positions have been signed in the face of these threats to the 
sector. The latest one, dating from 2 January 2004 42, advises the Commission to continue 
with its imposition of anti-dumping measures (as it has done until now for the potassium 
industry). It also recommends that organisations representing employees be included in 
Article 21 of the anti-dumping regulation 43 in order to guarantee their right to defend 
themselves and be consulted. Our interviews revealed that the social partners would like to 
“exert influence upstream of industrial policy decisions so as to prevent rather than suffer 
the social consequences they entail”. A profusion of joint documents was issued in the 
sector on the impact of enlargement, the implications of sustainable development and also 
training, the subject of the one and only declaration 44. 

                                                 
42 Mines: 2 January 2004 
43 Points 2 and 3 of Council Regulation (EC) No. 384/96 (Council of the European Union, 1996b). 
44 Mines: 1 April 2003. 
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6.2. Sectors exposed to competition and interconnection across national borders 

Postal services (UNI-EUROPA-POSTAL + POSTEUROP) 

 Common position Rules of procedure Tool Declaration Recommendation Agreement 

1997 3 (Ec./sect. pol.) 

2 (Employment) 

1 (Working conds.) 

     

1998 1 (Ec./sect. pol.)  2 (Health/safety)  1 (Employment)  

1999  1 (Soc. dialogue)     

2000   1 (Training) 

1 (Non-discrim.) 

   

2001    1 (Enlargement)   

2002       

2003       

2004   1 (Soc. dialogue)    

Total 7 1 5 1 1  

 

The effects of market liberalisation on postal services have been felt since 1997 in 
particular (Council of the European Union, 1997). The traditional national public 
operators are now experiencing competition from private operators which increasingly 
occupy the high-added-value end of the market, such as express deliveries, small parcels, 
etc. The social partners in the postal sector have kept under review developments related 
to the ongoing opening-up of the sector to competition and changing employment patterns. 
They have put across their points of view in a number of common positions. These 
documents have covered different aspects of liberalisation, such as universal postal 
service, the creation of fair competition, and recognition of postal services as a “service of 
general interest” (45) entailing exclusive, permanent rights for providers. 

The postal sector then produced a document entitled “Promoting employment in the postal 
sector in Europe” (46), which has been classified as a recommendation according to our 
criteria. It consists of eight clauses covering a wide range of topics: quality of service, 
health and safety, social dialogue, training and retraining, new services, etc., all considered 
to be factors promoting employment. Even though this document made provision for 
national follow-up, none has yet come to our attention. In reality, according to our 
interviewees, “there is no unanimous desire to define social standards at European level, 
and it is very difficult to go beyond exchanges of good practice”. Since deregulation is not 
occurring at the same pace in all countries (privatisation is proceeding much more rapidly 
in some than in others), it is very hard to devise a shared approach. 

Efforts have also been made to produce “tools”, in particular a draft glossary and 
comparative table on accidents at work in the sector (47), as well as a compendium of good 

                                                 
45 Postal services: 14 April 1997; 14 April 1997; 1 December 1997. 
46 Postal services: 1 June 1998. 
47 Postal services: 26 March 1998. 
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practice on equal opportunities 48. More recently, the postal sector has focused part of its 
activity on preparing for enlargement - and for social dialogue in this context - by holding 
conferences which led to the signing of a joint declaration on enlargement 49). Finally, in 
2004, a new “tool” document 50 announced that a brand-new website51 devoted 
specifically to social dialogue in the postal sector had been created for the SSDC. The site 
has two main aims: to publicise the achievements of the social dialogue and to encourage 
European-level exchanges between the social partners.  

There has been a chronological evolution in the type of texts adopted in the postal sector 
which is quite symptomatic of a gathering momentum in social dialogue which is not 
uncommon - albeit less pronounced - in other sectors belonging to this category. Two 
separate phases can in fact be detected, the watershed occurring in 1997-98: 

- six common positions were signed in 1997, mainly relating to universal postal service, 
organisation of the postal sector, application of competition rules, employment trends 
in the sector, etc. 

- an important text (a recommendation) was signed in 1998 on promoting employment in 
the postal sector. Next came: 
- four “tools” between 1998 and 2000: accidents at work, training and skills 

enhancement, equal opportunities 
- a declaration on enlargement and the role of the sectoral social dialogue in 2001. 

This progression denotes a sector whose role, around the turning-point of 1997, moved on 
from the production of joint opinions focusing mainly on measures proposed by the 
Commission and affecting this sector (a pre-1997 analysis confirms this role) to the 
promotion of employment, health/safety, training, equal opportunities and preparing for 
social dialogue in an enlarged Europe. 

Telecommunications (UNI-EUROPA-TELECOM + ETNO) 

 Common position Rules of procedure Tool Declaration Recommendation Agreement 

1997 2 (Ec./sect. pol.) 
1 (Soc. aspects) 

1 (Working conds.) 

  1 (Soc. dialogue) 1 (Soc. aspects)  

1998 1 (Ec./sect. pol.) 
1 (Soc. aspects) 

1 (Working conds.) 

     

1999       

2000 1 (Soc. aspects)      

2001     1 (Working conds.)  

2002       

2003    1 (Enlargement)   

2004    1 (Working conds.)   

Total 8   3 2  

                                                 
48 Postal services: 30 November 2000. 
49 Postal services: 14 December 2001. 
50 Postal services: 16 January 2004. 
51 http://www.postsocialdialog.org/html/index.asp 
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These roles must be seen as complementary. One of the definitions given by a social 
dialogue correspondent in this sector specifies that it has to be able at one and the same 
time to react to Commission initiatives, hold social partner negotiations and contribute to 
boosting employment and improving working conditions. But a balance must be preserved 
between these three roles. One interviewee reminded us that the common positions of 
1994-97 were adopted by a vote, and could therefore be more controversial; the 
establishment of the SSDC had, in his opinion, tended to weaken the force of the 
documents adopted thereafter. 

The telecommunications sector has undergone some major upheavals over the past fifteen 
years, both from a technological point of view (development of information networks, the 
internet, etc.) and in economic terms (opening-up to competition). These upheavals have 
been accompanied by numerous social partners consultations in the sector on highly 
diverse topics: liberalisation, the information society, numbering policy, work 
organisation, convergence of telecom sectors, etc. 

As in the postal sector, we find that the vast majority of the common positions cover the 
beginning of the period under examination, namely 1997 and 1998. Before then (from 
1992 to 1996), the telecom sector was one of those which generated the most joint 
documents. This steady stream of common positions throughout the 1990s seem to have 
fizzled out around the start of 2000. 

The adoption in 2001 of a set of guidelines on telework (classified as a recommendation 
under our criteria) gave a new dimension to social dialogue in the sector: namely 
negotiations in the true sense of the term. Moreover, this recommendation acted as a 
stimulus for the signing of joint documents in the commerce sector and at cross-industry 
level. The text covers a huge range of fields: equal treatment for teleworkers, trade union 
rights, health and safety, industrial relations, financing of equipment, psychological 
welfare, etc. Moreover, the text is intended to be applied directly at company level, and 
the Sectoral Social Dialogue Committee has undertaken to monitor its adoption (a 
questionnaire has been sent out to this end).  

This move from consultation to negotiation in the social dialogue in this sector can be 
explained by several factors. According to the telecoms social partners, the telework 
recommendation follows on from the Lisbon European summit of 2000: “Telework 
constitutes a form of work organisation whose increasing use is a clear sign of a trend 
towards a more flexible and more mobile workplace. Telework is particularly important 
for the telecommunications companies (…). Against this background, the Sectorial Social 
Dialogue Committee for Telecommunications believes that Europe-wide principles on 
telework are an important enabler for developing flexible work organisation in all the 
European telecommunications companies. Therefore it has adopted the following 
guidelines for telework (…). In doing so, the SDC has fulfilled the pledge contained within 
the joint statement for the Lisbon Summit” 52. It should also be noted, however, that the 
Commission first consulted the cross-industry social partners on the subject of telework 
back in June 2000. The telecoms sector - which is by definition much affected by this 
topic - no doubt wished to produce a text of its own even before a document was signed at 
cross-industry level. 

                                                 
52 Telecoms, 7 February 2001. 
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Lastly, the social partners in the sector agreed on a charter for call centres on 5 May 2004. 
This joint document lays down a set of basic principles in various fields including health 
and safety at work, working time, staff training, etc. After the adoption of the guidelines 
on telework in Europe in 2001, the call-centre charter constitutes the second joint 
commitment in the telecommunications sector, a sector which is experiencing very rapid 
growth but which geographically extends well beyond Europe’s borders: many companies 
have already transferred their call centres to countries such as India, reflecting the 
heightened competition on an international scale. 

It is also worth pointing out one feature of the way the telecoms social dialogue committee 
operates: the employers’ federation in the telecom sector directly represents European 
operators in the sector (Deutsche Telekom, British Telecom, France Télécom, etc.). 
Furthermore, the social dialogue committee is chaired not by the Commission but by the 
social partners themselves. 

Electricity (EMCEF, FSESP + EURELECTRIC) 

 Common position Rules of procedure Tool Declaration Recommendation Agreement 

1997       

1998       

1999       

2000 1 (Soc. aspects) 1 (Soc. dialogue)     

2001       

2002   1 (Training) 1 (Enlargement) 1 (Working conds.)  

2003    1 (Training) 1 (Non-discrim.)  

2004 1 (Soc. dialogue)   1 (Training) 
1 (Working conds.)

  

Total 2 1 1 4 2  

 

It is worth saying first of all that what was deemed to be a significant text - on health and 
safety at work - was signed in the electricity sector in December 1996. Thereafter, efforts 
were made by the trade unions to place vocational training and education on the agenda 
for social dialogue. These efforts came to nothing, however, due to objections from the 
employers, and a minor crisis of confidence ensued.  

The first SD meeting took place on 23 February 2000 between Eurelectric, on the 
employers’ side, and EPSU and EMCEF for the trade unions. EPSU regards the tasks of 
social dialogue as to improve working conditions, influence the Commission’s agenda and 
address the social consequences of Commission proposals. For Eurelectric it is above all a 
means of holding consultations with a view to anticipating issues of major concern to the 
sector. Large enterprises in this sector are accustomed to engaging in dialogue with their 
employees; thus the trade union strategy is to make the most of this culture to tackle fresh 
challenges. 

Energy liberalisation immediately became a focus of the social dialogue. The two trade 
union organisations held a joint demonstration against liberalisation in the sector in 1999. 
Both sides of industry are in fact particularly interested in the effects of liberalisation in 
the electricity market on employment. On the employers’ side, Eurelectric - which 
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comprises public but also private enterprises - is in favour of the market opening 
advocated by the Commission. 

In 2000 the sectoral social partners adopted a common position on liberalisation, which 
explains that they share the point of view expressed in the study carried out at the 
Commission’s behest 53 on the likely social consequences. The common position also 
highlights the questions posed by competition from the accession countries in this large 
liberalised sector (there is also a declaration on this matter) 54. The joint commitments 
made in the common position have been taken up in documents intended for national 
organisations. These documents explore ways of limiting the social impact of restructuring 
by means of an agreement on telework 55, which aims to implement the cross-industry 
agreement in this sector and by means of a recommendation on equal opportunities56. 

In addition, a large-scale investigation was conducted into lifelong learning and resulted in 
a tool (a joint study) and a corresponding declaration. On 4 June 2004 a joint declaration 
was signed on future training needs in the sector. This text forms part of the EPSU-
EMCEF work programme, which strongly emphasises the topics of lifelong learning and 
skills. According to some research commissioned by the social partners, the European 
electricity industry is currently facing a severe skills deficit. In an attempt to make good 
this shortage, they have agreed on a number of principles aimed in particular at raising this 
issue at all levels (companies, national social partners, European institutions). 

Construction (EFBWW + FIEC) 

 Common position Rules of procedure Tool Declaration Recommendation Agreement 

1997    1 (Working conds.)   

1998       

1999       

2000 1 (Working conds.)      

2001       

2002       

2003 1 (Working conds.)  1 (Health/safety)
1 (Training.) 

1 (Health/safety)   

2004 2 (Soc. aspects)   2 (Health/safety)   

Total 4  2 4   

 

The posting of workers is an issue which has put the sector under enormous pressure 
within the EU. There was a risk that different sets of legislation would be made to 
compete with each other in one and the same country. That is why we have put the 
construction sector in the category of sectors exposed to competition and interconnection 
across national borders. 

                                                 
53 The effects of the liberalisation of the electricity and gas sector on employment, Ecotec. 
54 Electricity: 20 September 2002. 
55 Electricity: 13 November 2002. 
56 Electricity: 1 June 2003. 



6. Brief overview of all 31 sectors 

European sectoral social dialogue 1997-2004 77 

A lengthy legislative process resulted in the adoption of a directive (European Parliament 
and Council of the European Union, 1996) on this matter in December 1996. It now 
applies “to undertakings established in a Member State which, in the framework of the 
transnational provision of services, post workers (…) to the territory of a Member State”. 
Its aim is to eliminate the uncertainties and obstacles liable to hamper the freedom to 
provide services, by enhancing legal security and making it possible to identify working 
conditions applicable to posted workers. The directive is also geared to avoiding the risk 
of posted workers being abused and exploited. The deadline set for its entry into force in 
the Member States was 16 December 1999. The directive stipulates that the wages of 
posted workers are to be determined in accordance with domestic legislation on the 
minimum wage and with the host country’s collective agreements applied erga omnes, 
whereas social security is governed by Regulation No. 1408/71. All sector-specific matters 
are settled by bilateral agreement. 

Having initially drawn up a common position on the posting of workers as long ago as 
November 1993, the two sides of industry signed a joint declaration on enforcement of the 
directive in September 1997 57. In it, with a view to protecting posted workers by avoiding 
the dual imposition of social security charges, FIEC (employers) and the EFBWW 
(employees) advocated that certain coordinating principles should be laid down by bilateral 
agreements to be established by the sectoral social partners in the Member States. This 
declaration spawned a number of documents regulating the enforcement of conditions of 
employment for posted workers. Coordination is ensured by the social partners in some 
countries (the Belgian-Dutch agreement of September 1997 being the only case so far); in 
others, by social security fund administrators (the first such instance being the Franco-
German agreement of November 1997). Since then, many other bilateral agreements have 
been reached. All the texts cited here deal at the very least with provisions in respect of 
leave. Thus the directive has clearly been followed up by activity in the SSDC. 

The new proposal for a directive on services in the internal market, put forward by the 
Commission in January 2004, triggered fresh joint activity around the posting of workers. 
Two joint FIEC/EFBWW declarations in 2004 58 called in particular for the amendment or 
deletion of certain articles of that directive which could, in their opinion, encourage 
abusive practices, unfair competition, social dumping and undeclared employment 59. 

The posting of workers is indisputably the issue which initially prompted talks between 
management and labour and strengthened mutual trust 60, allowing a partnership to evolve. 
FIEC and the EFBWW embarked on sectoral dialogue independently of the Commission, 
back in March 1990, long before it was institutionalised. They held topic-based meetings 
on health/safety and training. “The two social partners have always accorded social 
dialogue an importance of its own that is not confined to functioning as a ‘cog in the 
wheel’ of the ESD mentioned in the Social Protocol”, as one of our interviewees put it. 
What is more, they refused to lay down any rules of procedure for their Committee on the 
grounds that these would be “superfluous”. 

                                                 
57 Construction: 23 September 1997. 
58 Construction: 2 April 2004 and 9 November 2004 
59 For further details about this matter, see Van den Abeele (2005: 138-144). 
60 Recommendations have been jointly formulated concerning the “posting of workers” directive and on 

health/safety. A joint forum on European training in the sector was created in 1995. 
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This continuity has fostered trust between the social partners. According to both sides’ 
general secretaries, the reason why social dialogue has been able to take shape in this way 
is that it is “pragmatic”, dealing with problems which are specific to the sector and affect 
both sides 61. Of particular note is a technical guide of best practices on the co-ordination 
of health and safety in the construction sector 62, drawn up in 2003 with the aim of 
reducing the number of accidents at work on building sites. Following this joint 
publication, the social partners in the sector produced declarations in April 63 and in 
November 64 2004 respectively for the European Week and for the Bilbao summit, both 
devoted to health and safety at work. Both declarations reassert their “zero tolerance” 
approach to accidents and propose incorporating this topic into education and training 
programmes. Also worthy of note is the joint declaration on the “working at heights” 
directive, elaborating on certain aspects of the directive which “can be used on a voluntary 
basis by FIEC and EFBWW member federations at national level, in order to assist the 
implementation and application of the directive on a uniform basis” 65. 

Finally, the employment and integration of young people in this sector seems to be a 
growing concern shared by both sides of industry: they outlined some possible solutions in 
a joint brochure published in 2004. 

6.3. Sectors keeping pace with European developments 

Banking (UNI-EUROPA FINANCE+ FBE, ESBG, EACB) 

 Common position Rules of procedure Tool Declaration Recommendation Agreement 

1997       

1998 1 (Working conds.)      

1999   1 (Soc. aspects)    

2000       

2001   1 (Training)    

2002       

2003    1 (Training)   

2004       

Total 1  2 1   

 

In this sector, as in the insurance industry, economic and social transition seems to have 
been more straightforward and better negotiated than in others (Bernard Brunhes Group, 
1998 and CEC, 2002b : 51-57). 

There are three employers’ organisations in the banking sector. Relations suddenly 
became strained in 2003 over the issue of corporate social responsibility, a new subject of 

                                                 
61 It is in fact interesting to note that both employers and employees are working on the same subjects, 

albeit for different reasons: on the posting of workers, one side wishes to harmonise social security 
systems while the other seeks to avoid paying two sets of contributions. 

62 Construction: 1 April 2003. 
63 Construction: 30 April 2004. 
64 Construction: 22 November 2004. 
65 Social dialogue in construction, FIEC annual report 2003. 
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debate in the sector. As the FBE puts it, “The project will be run in two phases. A first 
stage will consist in drawing up an inventory per country of legislation/inter-sectoral-
sectoral collective agreements/banking association - trade union recommendations or 
practice. In a second stage, a selected sample of banks will be invited to share their 
concrete practices of CSR”. 

Talks over the past two years have focused on training, resulting in a tool and a 
declaration. The latter picked up on the social partner agreement on the same topic, but no 
explicit provision is made for any monitoring of its implementation. All three employers’ 
organisations appear to be very reluctant to sign up to joint documents of a more binding 
nature. 

Enlargement has been a major topic which has generated a range of activities. As in the 
commerce sector, there is a desire to be involved in the various official activities (e.g. the 
tripartite summit) so as to make known the sector’s priorities. 

Insurance (UNI-EUROPA- FINANCE + CEA, BIPAR, ACME) 

 Common position Rules of procedure Tool Declaration Recommendation Agreement 

1997 1 (Soc. dialogue)      

1998 1 (Working conds.)      

1999  1 (Soc. dialogue)     

2000       

2001       

2002       

2003   1 (Training) 1 (Training)   

2004       

Total 2 1 1 1   

 

Insurance is a large sector in terms of the workforce employed and has close links with 
banking. Whereas it appeared to have a more vibrant sectoral social dialogue than the 
banking sector in the early 1990s, it seems to have fallen behind since the mid 1990s - 
although the leaders we interviewed in both sectors were unable to explain this reversal of 
fortunes. 

According to its rules of procedure, the objectives of the Committee are: 

- to give opinions to the Commission on initiatives in the field of social policy and on the 
evolution of European policy having social repercussions in the insurance sector; 

- to promote and develop the social dialogue in the insurance sector, in order to 
contribute to the development of employment and competitiveness and to the 
improvement of the living and working conditions of employees in this sector while 
taking into account specific situations depending upon the type of undertaking, its 
size, its form of distribution, products and customer base 66. 

                                                 
66  Our emphasis. 
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Apart from the rules of procedure, four joint documents have been signed. These consist 
of two common positions, one on the Green Paper on “partnership for a new organisation 
of work” and the other on the development of social dialogue at Community level. The 
most significant developments have been a survey on training and a declaration on the 
same topic, in the opinion of one employers’ representative. He believes that the main 
obstacle to furthering European social dialogue is a lack of interest on the part of national 
associations. In other words, it seems difficult to construct a European “social agenda”. 
Furthermore, he complains about not having full access to DG EMPL (Employment and 
Social Affairs) especially when it comes to discussing subjects which are crucial to the 
sector, such as the proposal for a directive on non-discrimination between women and men 
in access to goods and services, which could have important consequences in the 
insurance sector (CEC, 2003b). 

The awkwardness of social dialogue in this sector likewise became apparent in 2004, 
when negotiations on lifelong learning were broken off after a year of talks. The social 
partners in the banking sector had adopted a joint declaration on lifelong learning in 
March 2003, and UNI-Europa had sought to conclude a similar declaration in the 
insurance sector. The negotiations came to grief above all over mechanisms for 
ascertaining skills requirements, provision of training during working time and trade union 
involvement in the training process. The collapse of these negotiations is symptomatic of a 
generally rather weak social dialogue in this sector. 

Chemical industry (EMCEF + ECEG) 

 Common position Rules of procedure Tool Declaration Recommendation Agreement 

1997       

1998       

1999       

2000       

2001       

2002    1 (Soc. dialogue)   

2003 1 (Ec./sect. pol.)   1 (Soc. dialogue)   

2004  2 (Soc. dialogue)  1 (Training)   

Total 1 2  3   

 

The chemical industry is Europe’s second largest industrial sector, employing over two 
million people and having a higher turnover than any other chemical industry in the world. 
It has a positive balance of trade and accounts for a significant share of European exports. 
The sector comprises both large multinational enterprises and numerous small and 
medium-sized businesses. It remained without any social dialogue for a very long while, 
mainly because of opposition from the European employers. Eventually, in 2002, 13 
national employers’ associations founded a European association, the ECEG (European 
Chemical Employers Group), which was empowered to take decisions without having to 
defer to the biggest individual enterprises in the sector which tended to be reluctant to 
engage in dialogue. 
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Owing to the need to define common positions, especially in November 2003 on the 
REACH legislation 67, the constitutive session of the Sectoral Social Dialogue Committee 
for the chemical industry, involving both sides of industry (EMCEF for the employees and 
the ECEG for the employers) finally took place on 14 December 2004, when the social 
partners adopted their rules of procedure 68after a joint declaration on 27 September on the 
establishment of a formalised Sector Dialogue Committee. 

The decision to establish an SSDC was taken at the Helsinki conference, held on 10 
September 2004, which also saw the signing of a joint position paper on education, 
vocational training and lifelong learning in the European chemical industry 69. This 
document contained an undertaking to set up a joint working group, initially so as to carry 
out a detailed analysis of existing skill levels. The second stage was to consist of a 
comparison of best practice and an exchange of information between the different national 
systems, as a basis for further developments. The joint document also explores issues to 
do with improving the image of the industry. 

We cannot be sure where social dialogue in this sector will go from here, but it does seem 
to be motivated above all by the potential impact of the REACH directive on the sector 
rather than by a momentum deriving from the players themselves. We have classified it in 
this category for the time being, but that could change if the employers discover some 
European substance for dialogue beyond REACH, and if the trade unions decide exactly 
what they hope to achieve. 

6.4. Sectors coping with change in a context of globalisation 

Textiles (ETUF-TCL + EURATEX)/Tanning (ETUF-TCL + COTANCE)/ 
Footwear (ETUF-TCL + CEC)  

Textiles 

 Common position Rules of procedure Tool Declaration Recommendation Agreement 

1997 1 (Employment)    1 (Working conds.)  

1998 1 (Working conds.)      

1999 1 (Employment) 

1 (Soc. aspects) 

1 (Soc. dialogue)     

2000 1 (Employment) 

1 (Soc. aspects) 

 1 (Non-discrim.)    

2001 1 (Soc. dialogue)      

2002   1 (Ec./sect. pol.)    

2003       

2004       

Total 7 1 2  1  

 

                                                 
67 This is a proposal for a directive setting out a new regulatory framework for chemicals in Europe 

(Registration, Evaluation and Authorisation of Chemicals). For further details, see Vogel (2004). 
68 Chemical industry: 14 December 2004  
69 Chemical industry: 10 September 2004 
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Tanning 

 Common position Rules of procedure Tool Declaration Recommendation Agreement 

1997       

1998       

1999 1 (Soc. aspects)      

2000 1 (Soc. dialogue) 
3 (Soc. aspects) 

   1 (Working conds.)  

2001       

2002       

2003   1 (Soc. dialogue)    

2004 1 (Ec./sect. pol.) 1 (Soc. dialogue)     

Total 6 1 1  1  

 

Footwear  

 Common position Rules of procedure Tool Declaration Recommendation Agreement 

1997     1 (Working conds.)  

1998       

1999 1 (Employment) 
1 (Soc. aspects) 

     

2000 1 (Employment) 
1 (Soc. aspects) 

   1 (Working conds.)  

2001       

2002       

2003       

2004       

Total 4    2  

 

Contexts  

We think it important to begin by outlining the difficult context surrounding developments 
in the three sectors presented here, which undoubtedly accounts for the significance 
attached by the social partners in them to receiving the regular information on the 
economic situation provided by the DGs for Trade, Enterprise and Employment at their 
meetings. 

In the footwear industry we see, on the basis of studies produced by the CEC (European 
Confederation of the Footwear Industry), that employment levels are in constant decline. 
Indeed, in the face of market pressure, the crises in Asia and Russia and competition from 
low-cost countries, the footwear industry is relocating part of its production to third 
countries (mostly the CEECs and the Maghreb countries). This trend gathered pace 
between 1998 and 2000. In 2002, at least 17,000 jobs were outsourced and another 13,400 
or so posts were lost. Furthermore, the effects of the industry’s competitive gains in 
Europe in recent years will not be felt unless the EU can obtain unrestricted access to 
world markets. The footwear manufacturing sector comprises some 275,000 workers 
employed by small firms with 20 staff on average. Alongside it sits the specialist 
distribution sector, heavily dependent on the footwear producers and employing slightly 
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more staff. Production in Europe is still plummeting despite a constant rise in 
consumption. Imports, mainly from China, are on the increase. 

With respect to the tanning sector, by contrast, the EU is still the number-one supplier on 
the international market, even though the sector employed only 50,000 or so workers in 
2002 70 and the number of jobs has fallen by 30% over the past ten years 71. Italy and 
Spain are by far the largest producers of leather in Europe, based on indicators such as 
output and employment. 

As far as the textiles sector is concerned, it has been engaged in a permanent restructuring 
process ever since the 1970s. Innovation has brought about substantial productivity gains. 
The least competitive companies have either shut down or relocated their production in 
order to survive. This phenomenon gathered pace during the 1990s: 636,000 jobs were lost 
in the Europe of Fifteen between 1995 and 2003; more than 165,000 jobs disappeared in 
the Twenty-Five during 2004 alone. Even before the huge influx of Chinese goods, the 
sector was set to lose half of its workforce by the year 2020. The complete opening-up of 
markets in 2005 has led the European Commission to take preventive action aimed at 
boosting competitiveness in the sector so as to confront these changes as best it can. This 
action revolves around development innovation and research, respect for property rights, 
regional aspects and trade policy. The sector has been singled out as needing careful 
monitoring in the Commission’s Communication on restructuring and employment 
(COM(2005) 120). In view of the upsurge in Chinese exports, a Memorandum of 
Understanding was signed in Shanghai on 10 June 2005 whereby the EU and Beijing 
arranged for a three-year adjustment period. During that period, restrictions will be placed 
on the growth in Chinese exports for certain categories of products of concern to the 
European textiles sector. This agreement should enable the European industry to continue 
adjusting to the new competitive environment following trade liberalisation (Pochet, 
2005c). 

Consultations and joint action 

The above-mentioned threat hanging over these sectors and the sectoral policy strategies 
required as a result stimulated consultations around the year 2000, although a slowdown 
has since occurred. The ETUF-TCL and its respective partners in dialogue have produced 
common positions setting out points of view which are shared to a greater or lesser extent 
depending on the sector: for textiles, seven common positions between 1997 and 2001; for 
tanning, five between 1999 and 2000 and one in 2004; and lastly for footwear, four 
common positions between 1999 and 2000. 

Social dialogue in the footwear sector has not generated any joint documents at all since 
2000. Even though it is running out of steam, there are some initiatives underway (e.g. 
cooperation with the social partners in the accession countries 72) which may well breathe 
new life into the process. 

                                                 
70 The importance of this sector also has to do with the chain of allied industries: 50% of the output of 

tanning firms goes to the footwear sector, 20% to the textiles industry, 17% to furniture and 13% to fine 
leather goods. 

71 Cotance, questionnaire, 2004 
72 The first socio-economic forum for social partners in the candidate countries took place in Prague on 12-13 

November 2001 with a view to exploring together the effects that enlargement would have on their sectors. 
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With regard to textiles, no new texts have been forthcoming since 2002. The strategy 
pursued has been to build on existing documents and confront the new challenges, one of 
which is without doubt EU enlargement. But the main challenge, of course, is the end of 
quotas and the extensive restructuring lying ahead in the sector. It therefore becomes 
necessary to turn to other types of activity, such as participating in the High Level Group 
formed in 2004. In actual fact, following the Commission’s Communication “The future 
of the textiles and clothing sector in the enlarged European Union” (COM(2003) 649 final 
of 29 October 2003), the Commission established a High Level Group on the sector, co-
chaired by the Commissioners for enterprise and for trade. The Group comprises, among 
others, the social partners and Member State representatives. Its mandate is to formulate 
recommendations for specific initiatives at all levels aimed at facilitating the adaptation to 
change and improving competitiveness. 

A rash of charters 

The introduction of the ILO standards in 1995 led to some reciprocal commitments and, in 
particular, to a series of codes of conduct. The first “charter on child labour” was signed in 
the footwear sector in 1995 73. From then onwards, that charter has gradually been 
imitated and improved on in allied sectors. In July 1997 it was the turn of textiles/clothing 
to issue its own code of conduct 74, this one concerning respect for minimum human 
rights. In it, the social partners EURATEX and ETUF-TCL call on their members to 
actively encourage businesses and workers in the sector to abide by the following ILO 
Conventions: abolition of forced labour (Conventions Nos. 29 and 105); freedom of 
association and the right to organise (Nos. 87 and 98); ban on child labour (No. 138); non-
discrimination in employment (No. 111). 

The section on follow-up is worded as follows: “EURATEX and the ETUF will conduct a 
yearly evaluation of the Charter’s implementation, the first evaluation will take place no 
later than 10th July 1998”. This follow-up took place in thirteen of the fifteen Member 
States. The charter was found to have been infringed in ten cases of bad practice (it would 
be interesting to know whether any measures were taken by the social partners to 
remedy/sanction these cases of infringement). Then, one month after it was signed in the 
textiles sector, the same code was transposed to the footwear sector 75 (updated on 17 
November 2000). Meanwhile the tanning sector too adopted a code of conduct in July 
200076, dealing with the same subjects (basic social rights) but adding other rights: respect 
for reasonable working hours, decent working conditions, payment of respectable 
remuneration, and dignity at work, including sexual harassment. 

The follow-up mechanisms for the footwear and tanning codes provide for the possibility 
of running training courses and awareness-raising campaigns. They appeal to member 
organisations and their companies to apply the code in their contacts with suppliers and 
subcontractors. Both codes likewise spell out the need for independent verification of their 
implementation, in order to guarantee their credibility to all interested parties. 

                                                 
73  Footwear: 7 March 1995. 
74  Textiles: 10 July 1997. 
75 Footwear: 21 October 1997. 
76 Tanning: 10 July 2000. 



6. Brief overview of all 31 sectors 

European sectoral social dialogue 1997-2004 85 

ETUF-TCL has backed this process ever since the outset. Its idea now is to harmonise all 
three charters along the lines of the most recent one (tanning), so as to create a single 
charter covering all three sub-sectors. In addition, some social partner pilot projects have 
been mounted by way of follow-up: joint training (in conjunction with the ILO) on the 
content of the textiles/clothing code in eight firms in Turkey; joint training (with Social 
Accountability International) on implementation of the tanning/leather code and on 
certification (SA8000), for the tanning sector. A similar project is due to be initiated in the 
footwear sector in autumn 2005. ETUF-TCL would like in particular to negotiate with 
EURATEX on the implementation and independent evaluation of their code. For the time 
being, as far as transposition is concerned, the social partners have translated the chapter 
headings, apart from “disciplinary measures” against companies, rejected by EURATEX. 
That is why, as was pointed out at the most recent SSDC meeting: “Signing a code of 
conduct is not enough. There has to be follow-up. We agree on both sides of the table” 77. 

That is one reason why the social partners intend to conduct a joint project aimed at 
promoting better interaction between the European and national levels of social dialogue 
(this has already been done, in 2003, in the tanning sector, which recently endowed itself 
with some rules of procedure to govern the operation of its committee 78). This process in 
fact began back in 2000 with the creation of an interesting “tool”: Equal opportunities: 
Vade-mecum. Best practices in the textile and clothing industry 79. 

Sugar (EFFAT + CEFS) 

 Common position Rules of procedure Tool Declaration Recommendation Agreement 

1997  1 (Soc. dialogue)     

1998     1 (Training)  

1999 1 (Ec./sect. pol.)  1 (Health/safety)    

2000 1 (Training)      

2001 2 (Ec./sect. pol.) 
1 (Working conds.) 

     

2002    1 (Enlargement)   

2003     1 (Working conds.)  

2004 1 (Ec./sect. pol.)  1 (Soc. dialogue)    

Total 6 1 2 1 2  

 

Sugar, like commerce, is a sector where at least one joint document has been signed every 
year since 1997. However, it is one of the smallest sectors in the sectoral social dialogue 
and the workforce is declining steadily. The number of refineries fell from 360 to 150 in 
30 years (1968-98): there were just 134 in 2002/2003, immediately prior to the reform of 
the sector, currently on the drawing-board of the European institutions. One consequence 
of the reform is likely to be a significant reduction in the number of workers/producers. 
Most of the issues at stake arise at global level, as a result of competition from sugar cane 

                                                 
77 Notes taken during the textiles/clothing Sectoral Social Dialogue Committee meeting of 15 January 

2003. 
78 Tanning: 13 September 2004 
79 Textiles: 18 February 2000. 
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(considerably less expensive than beet), and are connected with the international trade 
negotiations. Enlargement also has a major effect in terms of the restructuring of 
production in the new Member States, especially Poland. It can therefore be said, perhaps 
a little crudely, that the principal concern is to cope as best as possible with far-reaching 
change over as long as possible a period of time, so as to minimise the economic and 
social consequences. Social dialogue is one way of doing this. 

Access to European decision-makers, particularly DG Trade, is vital. Half of the ten joint 
documents produced are common positions. The most important document, according to 
the employers’ representative, is the one on “Everything but arms”, which made it 
possible to restrict the opening-up of the European market to the least developed countries, 
as was desired by Mr Lamy, the former European Commissioner (see Lamy, 2003).  

According to our correspondents the health/safety training tools have been widely used at 
national level. The social dialogue led in 2003 to the drafting and adoption of an 
innovative sectoral code of conduct, whose follow-up procedures are among the most 
stringent of all the texts analysed (see in particular Nordestgaard and Kirton-Darling, 
2004). One of its original features is that it also looks at relations with subcontractors and 
makes detailed provision for monitoring action. An evaluation was conducted in February 
2004. 

Under the rules of procedure, the social dialogue within the sugar sector concerns: 

- information and exchanges of views on all questions connected with European 
legislation and Community policy that have economic or social repercussions for the 
sugar sector (common organisation of the market, international agreements, food laws, 
the environment, social questions, etc.); 

- work carried out together, for example with regard to health and safety, vocational 
training, within the framework of the Community’s major vocational training 
programmes; 

- the possibility of drawing up joint statements on subjects of common interest; 

- the possibility to intervene jointly, if necessary, in the frame of the Social Protocol. 

Woodworking and Furniture (EFBWW + CEI-BOIS, EFBWW+UEA) 

Woodworking  

 Common position Rules of procedure Tool Declaration Recommendation Agreement 

1997 1 (Sustainable dev.)      

1998       

1999       

2000       

2001  1 (Soc. dialogue)     

2002     1 (Working conds.)  

2003 1 (Sustainable dev.)      

2004       

Total 2 1   1  
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Furniture  

 Common position Rules of procedure Tool Declaration Recommendation Agreement 

1997       

1998       

1999       

2000       

2001  1 (Soc. dialogue)     

2002 1 (Enlargement)      

2003       

2004 1 (Enlargement)      

Total 2 1     

 

Social dialogue in both sectors, woodworking and furniture, began unofficially in 1991 
when the Commission consulted the social partners on the issue of wood dust. It then 
came to an abrupt halt. The stumbling blocks, different for each of the two sectors, are 
worth analysing. 

In woodworking, the employers’ organisation (CEI-Bois) broke off the dialogue following 
a disagreement over a common position on the proposal for a directive concerning wood 
dust (Council of the European Union, 1999b). Relations between the Brussels secretariats 
were nonetheless preserved, and meetings resumed in 2000. One of the conditions for this 
resumption of dialogue was for there to be no further discussion of safety and health, 
given that the two organisations’ points of view diverged too widely for a common 
position to be achieved. 

The opposite happened in the furniture sector: it was the trade union side, the EFBWW, 
which refused all dialogue with its counterpart, the UEA, between 1998 and 2001 on the 
grounds that neither of them was sufficiently representative. Since the revival of both 
dialogues (confirmed by the signing of rules of procedure in both sectors on 12 March 
2001), the EFBWW has insisted to both of the employers’ organisations, CEI-Bois and 
UEA, that there should in future be just one joint social dialogue so as to avoid duplication 
in two different committees. The UEA has refused, since it believes that account must also 
be taken of the 50% of non-wood raw materials in its sector. 

The topics addressed in common positions since 2001 have been sustainable development 
(biomass and sustainable forestry, for woodworking) and enlargement for both sectors. 
Even though relocation to eastern Europe has already occurred (80% of the furniture 
sector in Poland is German-owned, for example), the social partners consider that “it is 
our duty to develop social dialogue in the east”. Vocational training is another future 
priority area for both sides, and a Leonardo programme is underway. The only reciprocal 
commitment to have been entered into is a code of conduct in woodworking 80 which calls 
on members to respect the fundamental rights enshrined in some of the ILO Conventions, in 
keeping with the textiles/clothing model (see above). The code is subject to annual 
monitoring, from June 2003 onwards. At the most recent SD meeting on 15 December 2003, 

                                                 
80 Woodworking: 20 March 2002. 
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it was simply noted that the European organisations had not received any reactions from 
national bodies. 

Shipbuilding (EMF + CESA) 

 Common position Rules of procedure Tool Declaration Recommendation Agreement 

1997       

1998       

1999       

2000       

2001       

2002       

2003  1 (Soc. dialogue)     

Total       

 

The first plenary meeting of the Sectoral Social Dialogue Committee for shipbuilding took 
place on 17 September 2003, marking the official launch of social dialogue between the 
EMF and the Community of European Shipyards Associations (CESA), under the auspices 
of the European Commission. As noted by both sides, the sector has been suffering for years 
from unfair competitive practices on the part of South Korea, market disruption and extreme 
fragmentation. The key aims of the social dialogue will therefore be to achieve common 
positions and actions in the fields of industrial policies and employment, restructuring and 
competitiveness, lifelong learning and sustainable development. 

6.5. Sectors constructing a European dimension 

Private Security (UNI-EUROPA-PRIVATE SECURITY SERVICES + COESS) 

 Common position Rules of procedure Tool Declaration Recommendation Agreement 

1997       

1998  1 (Soc. dialogue)     

1999   1 (Ec./sect. pol.) 1 (Enlargement) 1 (Soc. dialogue)  

2000 1 (Employment)      

2001 1 (Soc. dialogue)      

2002       

2003     1 (Working conds.)  

2004 1 (Ec./sect. pol.)  1 (Health/safety) 1 (Soc. dialogue)   

Total 3 1 2 2 2  

 

European-level social dialogue began in 1992 between Euro-FIET, which subsequently 
became UNI-Europa, representing the employees, and the European Confederation of 
Security Services (CoESS). Following the Commission’s Communication, the social 
partners in the sector decided in 1998 to establish a sectoral committee and in 1999 were 
formally recognised as partners. On that occasion they stressed the importance of 
connecting together all the various levels and also of encouraging their members to 
improve their national social dialogue. They defined the common objectives of their 
dialogue in a joint brochure as being: “greater professionalism; modernisation of the 
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organisation of work; harmonisation of national legislation; and, improving the sector’s 
image and attractiveness” 81. As the CEO of Securitas said in an interview, “What is 
crucial for the sector is to gain the trust of the public authorities (police, politicians and 
population). They have to understand that the work done by private firms is properly 
controlled and regulated. The image of the sector has already improved significantly. 
Gone are the days when the image of a guard was merely a person who slept or killed 
someone on the job. The sector has been professionalised” 82. 

The social dialogue has led to the adoption of ten joint documents since 1996. The common 
positions call for a European definition of certain rules and above all for preference to be 
given to “best value”, i.e. ensuring that government calls for tender prioritise not only the 
lowest costs but also quality of service. This means raising standards in the sector by 
eliminating, or attempting to eliminate, firms engaged in dubious practices. The second 
common position is addressed to members and aims to increase professionalism, mainly 
through the use of training tools, and to modernise work organisation. 

These two approaches are complementary in that they both seek to upgrade the sector’s 
image by acting at European level rather than in each individual Member State. This has 
resulted above all from energetic action on the part of the employers, who have 
constructed a “European agenda” and made cooperation with the trade unions a key part of 
their strategy. The unions have found it more difficult to embark on a European strategy 
because, on the whole, the sector is locally based. With the exception of cross-border 
transport of cash and valuables, and certain very specific activities, there is no competition 
between countries (multinational enterprises in the sector, such as Securitas and Group 4, 
do not allow competition between their subsidiaries). 

A code of conduct and ethics was signed in July 2003. It comprises 14 sections on a range 
of topics relating to different social aspects: training, health/safety, pay, non-discrimination, 
work organisation, etc. The code also encompasses relations with customers, police forces 
and other companies in the sector. The first four points cover compliance with legislation, 
transparency of procedures, permits and authorisations, and selection and recruitment. 
Even though it is too soon to carry out a detailed evaluation, the person responsible for 
social dialogue on the employers’ side told us how difficult it is to contact each and every 
firm. Unlike training tools or the document on “best value”, the subjects addressed here 
are so generic that they are harder to put into practice in a decentralised fashion. This is a 
general problem applying to all European texts which make provision for follow-up by the 
social partners themselves. 

Enlargement is a particularly sensitive matter. The purpose of the European social 
dialogue was to improve the sector’s image, and yet the security firms emerging in the 
central and eastern European countries are very poorly controlled and organised. Special 
efforts have been made by both employers and trade unions to try to organise the sector in 
each of the accession countries. Moreover, wages in those countries are extremely low - 
around € 1 - 2 per hour - and this raises fears of social dumping (CoESS, Annual Report, 
2003, page 20). 

                                                 
81 CoEss, UNI-Europa (2002), The challenges and results of the social dialogue in the private security 

sector. 
82  La Libre Belgique of 8 May 2003, interview with Kris van den Brief. 
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Another topic has appeared on the European agenda: transporting the single currency. 
Banknotes are not necessarily printed in each euro-zone Member State, giving rise to a 
new type of cross-border transport of cash and valuables, for which the Commission 
would like to lay down new European rules. The social partners have taken up the matter 
and are currently carrying out a joint study. 

Cleaning Industry (UNI-EUROPA-PROPERTY SERVICES SECTOR + EFCI) 

 Common position Rules of procedure Tool Declaration Recommendation Agreement 

1997       

1998 1 (Working conds.) 1 (Soc. dialogue)     

1999       

2000   1 (Health/safety) 1 (Enlargement)   

2001 1 (Employment)  1 (Soc. aspects) 1 (Ec./sect. pol.)   

2002       

2003       

2004 1 (Ec./sect. pol.)   1 Ec./sect. pol.)   

Total 3 1 2 3   

 

Like private security, the cleaning industry suffers from an image problem and non-
standard working conditions, due to both work done outside of normal hours (early 
morning, evening and weekend) and flexible contracts. Training levels are relatively low; 
the jobs are held down primarily by women, many of them immigrants. The sector’s rules 
of procedure, adopted in 1998, set out the following priorities: 

a) pursuing and developing actions intended to improve the sector’s professionalism, 
image and status; 

b) establishing the conditions for promoting and exploiting the cleaning sector’s 
employment potential, including work in private houses; 

c) continuing and improving work to promote further vocational training in this sector 
with a view to improving skill levels, salaries, the quality of the services provided and 
workers’ career opportunities; 

d) joint discussions on how to improve the integration of employees into the sector are 
another possibility. EFCI and EURO-FIET shall also consider dealing with other 
subjects of interest to the cleaning industry and its employees in the context of the 
European employment strategy; 

e) developing the social dialogue on the constraints and developments in the organisation 
of work and the flexibility of working time, on the basis of the problems and 
characteristics of the sector (part-time work, flexi-time, market constraints, etc.); 

f) promoting a positive and durable reference framework for developing a competitive 
cleaning industry, allowing healthy competition between companies and equitable 
working conditions for all the sector’s employees in Europe (public contracts, 
subcontracting, undeclared work, etc.); 

g) establishing contacts and exchanging information with sectoral social partners in the 
Central and Eastern European countries. 
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Nine documents have been signed in this sector 83. In addition to the above-mentioned 
rules of procedure, there are three common positions relating, respectively, to 
employment, undeclared work and public procurement; and two training tools, one on 
health/safety and the other on “selecting best value”. A new manual is being drawn up on 
ergonomics. One of the two declarations relates to enlargement and the other to “key 
issues”. 

The employers’ representative highlighted the importance of the agreement on “selecting 
best value”, which aims to ensure that public authorities do not systematically select the 
lowest-price bid but also take account of quality. On 17 September 2004 the European 
social partners in the sector adopted a joint declaration entitled “Selecting best value in 
cleaning”. While the European directive on procedures for the award of public works 
contracts, public supply contracts and public service contracts (adopted in March 2004) 
was awaiting transposition in the Member States’ national legal systems, the European 
sectoral social partners appealed to local, regional, national and European contracting 
authorities to base their procedures for selecting service providers on the best quality/price 
ratio rather than on the lowest price. 

The trade union representative, on the other hand, emphasised the health/safety tool and 
the agreement on enlargement. It is worth noting, on the subject of enlargement, that both 
organisations - despite their best efforts - have so far only a few affiliates from the new 
Member States and the candidate countries. 

Just as for private security, there does not seem at first sight to be a European social 
agenda, so one has had to be constructed. It seems, however, that relations between the 
two sides of industry are more problematical, and the level of trust lower, in the cleaning 
industry than in private security. Our interviews revealed that these two sectors influence 
each other. Yet it is apparently more difficult in the cleaning industry to build “European 
substance” and to find shared concerns which could build a consensus within national 
organisations. 

Personal Services (UNI-EUROPA- HAIR & BEAUTY CARE + CIC-EUROPE) 

 Common position Rules of procedure Tool Declaration Recommendation Agreement 

1997       

1998       

1999       

2000   1 (Training)    

2001     1 (Working conds.)  

2002       

2003       

2004       

Total   1  1  

 

                                                 
83 Three joint documents had been adopted before 1997. 
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For the time being, the “personal services” sector encompasses only hairdressing, although 
it is attempting to promote dialogue in the field of beauty care. One might initially wonder 
what prompted this sector to engage in European social dialogue: Community issues and 
policies may in fact seem rather remote from the day-to-day realities of hairdressing 
salons. In our opinion the following factors are probably what drive the social dialogue: 

- the dynamism of the players, especially the masterminds of the social dialogue (namely 
Denmark and the Netherlands); 

- the desire to forge a high-quality brand image at European level; 

- the use of the European level, regarded as the appropriate level, to lay down quality 
standards in respect of vocational training, skills, health/safety, etc. 

All of these elements - plus, albeit more peripherally at present, the desire to be 
represented in the talks concerning a reduced VAT rate for highly labour-intensive sectors 
- have brought about an extremely active, down-to-earth and pragmatic social dialogue in 
hairdressing: a code of conduct for hairdressers, the creation of European diplomas, a 
project to issue a set of health and safety “recommendations”, the drawing-up of 
occupation-specific interactive training modules, etc. 

The conclusions of a report drawn up by independent consultants 84 underline the “importance 
of following trends [ed.: trends in fashion, the product market, training, etc.] regularly 
both at national and European level to ensure that steps can be taken to anticipate or 
accompany such trends with training or other actions”. Perhaps we have here another 
explanation for the dynamism of social dialogue in this sector. 

In a brochure entitled “The European hairdressing certificate. Guidelines for European 
hairdressers - The social dialogue programme of the EU”, the social partners define five 
“good reasons” for adopting common European standards of training: 

- the labour force gets more flexible (common standards will improve mobility in Europe 
and flexibility within the profession) 

- better possibilities of working abroad (European-type training will prepare hairdressers 
for work abroad) 

- the customers are ensured high quality (high professional standards) 

- employed hairdressers will stay longer in the trade (standard training will help 
hairdressers to meet their technical and professional aspirations) 

- common professional starting point towards improved quality (a joint discussion 
platform for improving quality of work). 

The main drivers of social dialogue in this sector, therefore, appear to include a desire for 
a Community-scale profile and professionalism, with a view to giving the sector a quality 
brand-image; a shared interest in developing the sector, quality of service and a positive 
public image. Its dynamism is thus essentially internal, but it is in addition accompanied 
by external stimuli such as the taxation of highly labour-intensive services, worker health 
and safety in the context of the REACH directive, enlargement, etc. 

                                                 
84 New Trends and Developments in the European Hairdressing Sector. A Final Report for CIC-Europe and 

Uni-Europa, ECOTEC, Research&Consulting Limited, March 2000. 
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Live Performance (EAEA + PEARLE) 

 Common position Rules of procedure Tool Declaration Recommendation Agreement 

1997       

1998       

1999       

2000    1 (Training)   

2001       

2002       

2003  1 (Soc. dialogue)     

2004 1 (Enlargement)      

Total 1 1  1   

 

European social dialogue in the live performance sector was only initiated fairly recently, 
which explains why its output, in terms of agreements, remains limited: just one document 
on lifelong learning in 2000, a relatively uncontroversial topic, which did however serve 
to establish an atmosphere of trust among the stakeholders. It is a growing sector but - 
with the exception of major festivals, operas, etc. - initiatives normally emanate from 
micro-firms or even individuals. There are numerous small theatre and dance companies 
which are largely, or entirely, unstructured. Another specific feature here is the role of 
public subsidies in supporting cultural events. 

According to the SSDC rules of procedure, the two main aims of social dialogue in this 
sector are, firstly, to deliver opinions to the Commission on European social policy 
initiatives having repercussions on the performing arts sector, and, secondly, to encourage 
and develop all dimensions of the social dialogue in the sector. 

Although European concerns are not always taken on board by the members of employer 
and employee organisations in this sector, an external dynamic is clearly at work in the 
social dialogue. These concerns are linked in the main to mobility within the EU and 
indirectly related issues, such as taxation (e.g. of orchestras staging a European tour). The 
sector also claims a specific status with regard to certain European directives, such as those 
on working time, “noise” and gender equality: one example given was that an opera cannot 
be expected to have equal numbers of male and female staff. Then there is the possible 
impact of multilateral trade negotiations (GATS) on the sector. The social dialogue agenda 
in these very specific areas is linked to the European agenda and Community legislation. Its 
raison d’être is to enlighten the Community institutions about the singularity of a sector 
which can scarcely be compared with any other service sector or industry. 

Some joint initiatives were taken in 2002-2003 in the run-up to enlargement to include the 
central and eastern European countries as well as Cyprus and Malta, since the live 
performance sector is not yet very well organised in the CEECs. Following the Tallinn 
conference on enlarging social dialogue in the performing arts sector, the social partners in 
this sector adopted on 18 April 2004 a joint declaration on the future of social dialogue in 
the enlarged Union. 

An “internal” dynamic connected with the specifics of the live performance sector is also 
apparent. This dynamic arose out of a joint vocational training project for technical staff in 
particular. What the social partners did was to set up a joint Leonardo project on training 
for theatre technicians, establishing a diploma recognised throughout Europe. 
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Temporary Work (UNI-EUROPA-IBITS + EURO-CIETT) 

 Common position Rules of procedure Tool Declaration Recommendation Agreement 

1997       

1998       

1999       

2000  1 (Soc. dialogue)     

2001 1 (Soc. dialogue) 
1 (Working time) 

     

2002       

2003       

2004       

Total 2 1     

 

The formation of the social dialogue committee in this sector merely institutionalised an 
already extant relationship. The social partners jointly define the role of social dialogue in 
their joint recognition declaration (2000): “On the basis that agency work may play a 
positive role in the labour market, the sectoral social dialogue should work towards 
improving the quality and the operation of the European labour market, the employment 
and working conditions of agency-supplied workers as well as further professionalisation 
of the sector”. 

It is fairly obvious that the stimulus for talks between the two sides in this sector was the 
Commission’s proposal for a directive on temporary work 85. A very brief reminder of the 
background will give us a better understanding of what drives the sectoral social dialogue 
concerning temporary work. 

We would first recall that temporary work has been on Europe’s agenda for more than 
twenty years. The Commission published its first proposal for a directive on this subject as 
long ago as 1982; it was amended in 1984 to cover agency work and fixed-term 
employment. This endeavour came to grief in the Council, as did a second one in the early 
1990s, following on from the Community Charter of Fundamental Social Rights for 
Workers 86. The failure of this second effort did not however prevent the adoption of a 
directive on encouraging improvements in the safety and health at work of workers with a 
fixed-duration employment relationship or a temporary employment relationship (Council 
of the European Communities, 1991b). But this directive does not encompass important 
aspects of temporary work such as trade union rights, pay, the duration and renewal of 
temporary contracts, etc. 

The cross-industry social partners then sought to tackle these specific and, moreover, 
highly complex issues: there is a whole host of divergent practices, rules and types of 
status affecting temporary work in the Member States. The rapid growth of this form of 

                                                 
85 With the joint declaration of 8 October 2001 on the Commission’s proposal for a directive on “agency 

work”.  
86 The Charter spells out the need for a “progressive” harmonisation of forms of employment such as 

temporary agency work and points out that “this improvement must, where necessary, lead to the 
development of certain aspects of labour regulation” - Article 7. 
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employment since the mid 1990s, and the fact that it is not clearly defined, has to a certain 
extent stepped up the pressure. The European cross-industry negotiations began in June 
2000 but were broken off in March 2001. In view of this breakdown, the Commission 
proposed a directive on temporary work in March 2002. 

This brief historical review demonstrates that the sectoral social dialogue in this area was 
formalised at the very time when the cross-industry social partners were tackling the issue, 
only to fail in their task a few months later. Given that the Commission then announced its 
intention to put forward a draft directive, it was only logical that the sectoral social 
partners should opt for a strategy of consultations rather than direct negotiations with one 
another. 

Horeca-Tourism (EFFAT + HOTREC) 

 Common position Rules of procedure Tool Declaration Recommendation Agreement 

1997 1 (Ec./sect. pol.)      

1998  1 (Soc. dialogue)     

1999 1 (Employment)      

2000       

2001 1 (Ec./sect. pol.) 
1 (Working conds.) 

 1 (Pol. Eco/sect.)    

2002 1 (Ec./sect. pol.) 
2 (Enlargement) 

     

2003       

2004  1 (Soc. dialogue) 1 (Training) 1 (Training)   

Total 7 2 2 1   

 

Twelve joint documents have been signed in this sector, seven of them being common 
positions. Social dialogue has been a tense affair on occasion, owing to difficult 
interpersonal relations, and has been undergoing a revival since the turn of the century. 
One recurrent topic which crops up in several documents is reducing VAT 87. The priorities 
are clearly set out in the rules of procedure88: 

“The Committee will take into account specific objectives developed in the work 
programme such as: 

-  to develop a sustainable framework for a competitive industry and to promote 
employment in the hotel, restaurant and café sector; 

-  to seek a reduction in the overall level of taxation and charges on labour; 

-  to raise the level of training to improve qualifications and the quality of services and 
competitiveness of the sector; 

-  to create quality jobs and attractive modern career opportunities; 

-  to promote greater flexibility which is negotiated and beneficial to both employees and 
employers so as to better respond to market demands.” 

                                                 
87 20.12.00, replacing the 1994 and 1997 declarations. 
88  Agreement between EFFAT and HOTREC: Rules of procedure of the Social Dialogue Committee in the 

hotel, restaurant and café sector at European level. 
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Over and above the issue of VAT, a study on medium-term employment trends was 
carried out in 2001. Reflection is currently underway about managing labour supply and 
demand by attracting workers from the new Member States. Vocational training is another 
regular topic: on 11 June 2004 the social partners in the sector adopted a set of joint 
recommendations entitled “Guidelines for training and development, especially in SMEs, 
in the hotel, restaurant and café sector”. 

The employers’ representatives have no desire to draw up binding texts. Even though there 
is a degree of momentum in this sector, judging by the number of documents signed, it is 
not easy to pinpoint exactly what is the driving force behind it. The players’ attitude 
would appear to be extremely cautious. 

Audiovisual (UNI-MEI, EFJ, FIA, FIM + EBU, ACT, AER, CEPI, FIAPF) 

 Common position Rules of procedure Tool Declaration Recommendation Agreement 

1997       

1998       

1999       

2000       

2001       

2002       

2003       

2004  1 (Soc. dialogue)     

Total  1     

 

The inaugural meeting of the Sectoral Social Dialogue Committee for the audiovisual 
sector was held on 29 April 2004 and its rules of procedure adopted. Negotiations aimed 
at launching a European social dialogue in the public audiovisual sector were initiated in 
1998 between EURO-MEI and the European Broadcasting Union (EBU). This process 
finally led to the establishment of a committee encompassing the audiovisual sector as a 
whole, involving the International Federation of Actors (FIA), the International Federation 
of Musicians (FIM), the European Federation of Journalists (EFJ), with EURO-MEI for 
the workers and the Association of Commercial Television (ACT), the Association of 
European Radio (AER), the European Coordinator of Independent Producers (CEPI), the 
International Federation of Film Producers’ Associations (FIAPF) and the EBU for the 
employers. Dialogue between such an array of stakeholders is no easy matter, since the 
interests of the various associations are sometimes at variance, if not contradictory, with 
each other. 

At their constitutive meeting the social partners mainly discussed their work programme, 
which will focus first and foremost on certain key European Union initiatives affecting the 
sector (e.g. the directive on services in the internal market and the “working time” 
directive). The aim is to arrive at a common position on these documents. At a later stage 
the committee also plans to address itself to matters such as health and safety, equal 
opportunities and training, the role of women in the media, access to employment for 
ethnic minorities, and the impact of enlargement on the European social model. 
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6.6. Sectors striving to be independent of the cross-industry social dialogue 

Commerce (UNI-EUROPA COMMERCE + EUROCOMMERCE) 

 Common position Rules of procedure Tool Declaration Recommendation Agreement 

1997 1 (Employment) 
1 (Ec./sect. pol.) 

  1 (Non-discrim.)   

1998 1 (Employment) 1 (Soc. dialogue)     

1999     1 (Working conds.)  

2000 1 (Employment)   1 (Non-discrim.)   

2001     1 (Working conds.)  

2002 1 (Soc. dialogue)      

2003    1 (Non-discrim.) 1 (Soc. dialogue)  

2004    1 (Non-discrim.)   

Total 5 1  4 3  

 

We have placed this sector in a category of its own because we consider it to be motivated 
by quite distinct factors. The intention is to make plain the specifics of services in general 
and of commerce in particular at all levels, and to this end an all-round strategy has been 
devised, consisting of lobbying the European institutions as well as holding an internal 
social dialogue. This strategy is noticeable in the rules of procedure to which the two sides 
have signed up, which are the lengthiest and most comprehensive (4 pages) of all such 
documents stored in our database. 

Apart from sugar, the commerce sector is the only one to have signed at least one joint 
document every year. 13 joint texts have been adopted altogether, making this sector one 
of the most dynamic (see also the AIAS study on this point). Commerce is incontestably 
the largest sector in terms of its workforce - over 20 million - to have established a social 
dialogue committee. The main internal stimulus has to do with the fact that the sector’s 
specific interests are thought to receive insufficient attention from the European 
authorities, which are regarded as being more sensitive to the concerns of industry. 

 As is stated on page 4 (“Setting the scene”) of a joint brochure entitled Employment and 
the social dialogue in Commerce (30 November 1998), “Employers and trade unions agree 
that the importance of the commerce sector has been underestimated. It needs to make 
itself more visible, and policy makers need to pay more attention to its needs. 
Governments need to develop a strategy that takes the sector’s needs into account”. There 
is also a certain amount of emulation - some would say competition - between this sector 
and the cross-industry level (UNICE, ETUC and CEEP). For instance, the 
recommendation on telework 89, along with the one in the telecom sector, was signed 
before the cross-industry agreement on this subject. (Nor should we forget that the 
Commission had just begun to consult the social partners about this issue at the time.) 

In general, a broad range of topics has been broached: prevention of racial discrimination 90, 
combating racism and xenophobia 91, violence at work and supporting age diversity 92. A 

                                                 
89  Commerce: 26 April 2001. 
90 Commerce: 1 October 1997. 
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Statement on promoting employment and integration of disabled people in the European 
commerce and distribution sector was signed in 2004. 

It should be noted that texts of this type are intended above all for affiliates of employers’ 
organisations and trade unions. Further, enlargement was discussed at a series of round 
tables held in the candidate countries: Estonia and Hungary (1998); Czech Republic and 
Poland (1999); Lithuania and Slovakia (2000); Latvia and Slovenia (2002). 

Local and regional government (EPSU + CEMR-EP) 

 Common position Rules of procedure Tool Declaration Recommendation Agreement 

1997 1 (Employment)      

1998     1 (Non-discrim.)  

1999       

2000 1 (Soc. dialogue)      

2001       

2002       

2003 1 (Ec./sect. pol.)      

2004  1 (Dialogue soc   1 (Working conds.)  

Total 3 1   2  

 

The motivations to create a formal social dialogue are very close to those of the commerce 
to be beard by the Commission. It is also an important sector in term of number of 
employees.  

The “local and regional government” Sectoral Social Dialogue Committee, officially 
inaugurated on 13 January 2004, embraces in particular hospitals, transport, waste 
management, energy, etc. The establishment of this SSDC formalised a social dialogue 
which has in actual fact existed since the late 1990s. The players in this sector had already 
adopted some joint declarations (on equal opportunities in 1998, on social dialogue and 
employment in 2000, and on the role of public services in 2003). The new committee, 
comprising representatives of the Council of European Municipalities and Regions 
(CEMR-EP) and the European Federation of Public Service Unions (EPSU), has adopted a 
work programme for 2004-2005 as well as a joint declaration on telework. The 
programme relates in the main to promoting high-quality public services, strengthening 
social dialogue in the new Member States, participating in the definition of Commission 
policies (especially regarding employment) and seeking to complement the work of the 
cross-industry social partners. Telework, exchanging good practices in the field of local 
and regional government, the European employment strategy and the open method of 
coordination are all items featuring prominently on the agenda. 

At the launch of this new SSDC the two sides also adopted a joint declaration on telework. 
In it they point out that the local and regional government sector must make the most of 
technological innovations if it is to face up to the challenges confronting it. A direct 

                                                                                                                                                   
91 Commerce: 15 May 2000. 
92 Commerce: 11 March 2003. 
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reference is made to the 2002 autonomous agreement of the cross-industry social partners, 
encouraging their members to draw inspiration from it when introducing or managing 
telework in the sector. 

6.7. Robustness of the typology: data cross-checking test 

To conclude our typology and verify its coherence, we tested it by cross-checking three 
data fields: type of document, topic addressed and sector category (based on our 
definitions). The results were as follows. 

The 106 common positions relate in the main to the following topics: 

- economic and/or sectoral policies (30%) 

- employment (15%) 

- social aspects of Community policies (15%) 

- other (less than 15%): working conditions, health/safety, training, social dialogue, 
enlargement. 

Let us not forget that common positions are addressed principally to the European 
institutions. These represent a clear majority of the texts adopted, but are to be found 
above all in categories of sectors with considerable exposure to Community legislative 
activity: telecoms, postal services and also railways. Many common positions relate to 
liberalisation, for example. Many are also to be found in sectors subject to the full force of 
international competition, such as textiles/clothing, sugar, tanning and leather. Almost two 
thirds of all common positions concern economic and/or sectoral policies, employment 
policies and the different social aspects of Community policies. 

The subject matter of all 5 agreements is working time. These occur in a category of 
sectors which is integrated into Community policies (transport). 

The 34 declarations essentially cover the following themes: 

- training (29%) 

- enlargement/social dialogue (29%) 

- next come topics such as working conditions (13%) and non-discrimination (11%). 

Declarations are addressed to national organisations, companies and/or the social partners 
but without any particular follow-up provisions; they are mainly to be found in sectors 
which are integrated into, or highly exposed to, Community policies. It is noteworthy that 
there are hardly any declarations in sectors subject to the full force of international 
competition, which tend to prefer recommendations with follow-up procedures (see 
below). Almost two thirds of all declarations deal either with training or with social 
dialogue in the context of enlargement. 

Most of the 22 recommendations deal with the following themes: 

- working conditions (59%) 

- next come topics such as non-discrimination, training, employment, social dialogue and 
working time. 
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These recommendations, significantly, are to be found in all the sectors subject to the full 
force of international competition (textiles, clothing, leather, footwear, sugar, 
woodworking), as well as in some of the sectors integrated into, or highly exposed to, 
Community policies (agriculture, telecoms, postal services, electricity) and some of the 
sectors which are seeking to enhance their European profile (private security, personal 
services, commerce). Over two thirds of all recommendations concern working conditions. 

Finally, the 32 tools relate primarily to the following themes: 

- training (31%) 

- health/safety (25%) 

- next come topics such as non-discrimination, working conditions, etc. 

Quite logically, the tools are distributed across all categories, but they predominate in the 
categories of sectors integrated into and/or exposed to Community policies. Nearly two 
thirds of all tools cover training and health/safety at work. 

In terms of overall output, taking all types of document together, two more conclusions we 
can draw are that, between 1997 and 2004: 

- in its consultative role, sectoral social dialogue has related mainly to Community 
policies (economic, sectoral and employment) and their social consequences; and 

- in its negotiating role (reciprocal commitments), sectoral social dialogue has related 
mainly to working time, working conditions, training and the (enlarged) social 
dialogue. 

The next table summarises the data presented and demonstrates the correlation existing 
between the categories we have identified and the instruments selected. We remain quite 
tentative, however, and do not claim to have established any hard-and-fast causal links. It 
simply would seem that each category has until now shown a preference for certain 
instruments which correspond to its principal concerns and the priorities of the players 
concerned. 
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Table: Correspondence between social dialogue categories  
and types of joint document adopted 

 Category 1 Category 2 Category 3 Category 4 Category 5 Category 6 

 - Sectors highly 
integrated into 
Community 
policies 
- Regular 
international 
competition 

- Sectors 
moderately 
integrated into 
Community 
policies, but 
highly exposed 
to European 
legislative 
activity 
- Little 
exposure to 
international 
competition 

- Sectors 
moderately 
integrated into 
Community 
policies, but not 
greatly exposed 
to European 
legislative 
activity 
- Little 
exposure to 
international 
competition 

- Sectors 
scarcely 
integrated into 
Community 
policies 
- Considerable 
exposure to 
international 
competition 

- Sectors 
scarcely 
integrated into 
Community 
policies 
- Little 
exposure to 
international 
competition 

- Specific nature 
of services versus
industry 
- Benefits from, 
or is not 
sensitive to, 
international 
comp-etition 
(lower prices)  

Preferred 
instruments 

- Agreements 
- Recommen-
dations (quasi-
agreements) 
- Common 
positions 

- Common 
positions 
- 
Recommendati
ons (geared to 
the national 
level) 
A win-win 
trade-off in 
managing 
transition. 

(rather 
insignificant) 
- Tools 
- Declarations
 

- 
Recommendati
ons/codes of 
conduct 
(international 
standards) 
- Common 
positions 

- 
Recommendati
ons/ethical 
codes and 
quality labels 
- Common 
positions 

- Array of 
instruments 

Type of 
themes most 
frequently 
covered 

- Working time 
(for 
agreements) 
- Economic 
and/or sectoral 
policies; social 
aspects of 
Community 
policies 

- Economic 
and/or sectoral 
policies 
- Working 
conditions (in a 
broad sense) 

(rather 
insignificant) 
- Training  

- Working 
conditions 
- Social 
dialogue 
- Social aspects 
of Community 
policies 

- Strengthening 
of national 
social dialogue 
- Economic 
and/or sectoral 
policies 

- Social 
dialogue 
- Employment 
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Overall conclusion 

In the course of our research project we were able to survey all 225 joint documents 
signed between 1997 and 2004, considerably more than the number of documents stored 
in the Commission database or covered by the Amsterdam University study. For twenty or 
so documents there is no electronic version. One advantage of such research is to provide 
access for the first time to all the documents adopted, at least since 1997. What becomes 
clear here is the huge output of texts, but also the low profile of social dialogue. During 
this study, all of our correspondents (and we ourselves) emphasised the fact that sectoral 
social dialogue cannot be evaluated merely in terms of the number of texts adopted. On 
the one hand, some of these are mainly of anecdotal significance; on the other, certain 
joint studies or activities have been more important than joint documents in fostering 
dialogue. 

We identified six types of joint document. Our classification enabled us to better 
understand the underlying dynamics than did previous approaches based on just two 
categories. Several texts proved difficult to classify, and choices had to be made. For 
example, half of the documents concerning enlargement have been placed under the 
“common positions” heading and the other half under that of “declarations”. However, our 
objective was not to supply precise statistics but to distinguish between and highlight 
dynamics and trends. These are clear, in that just over 2% of the texts adopted are 
agreements with binding effect. We also believe that, in future, there should be a stricter 
definition of “joint documents”; we are thinking for example of letters written jointly to 
the Commission or studies carried out together. In our research we took no account of 
studies carried out by external consultants. Once again, we are not saying that such 
documents are unimportant - some of them undoubtedly are - but in our opinion they 
should not count as joint texts. 

Another point which we have made plain and would repeat in this conclusion is that we 
have not constructed a normative classification where agreements, by their very nature, are 
ranked higher than common positions or tools. Several of our correspondents emphasised 
the importance of common positions in exerting influence prior to the adoption of 
Community legislation and in attenuating the effects of deregulation, or in introducing 
social considerations directly into European policy-making. By the same token, training 
tools were often referred to as instruments “with a real impact on people’s working 
conditions”. What is more, social partners were in some cases critical of the real 
importance and impact of certain agreements claimed to be exemplary. 

What we have sought to point out are the different dynamics, tending in some cases more 
towards consultation - common positions - and in others intended more for a sector’s 
internal consumption - reciprocal commitments. Our analysis of rules of procedure 
confirms this duality: some of these are more ambitious than others. Some mention the 
possibility of achieving detailed, binding documents, while others avoid this subject. 

Themes were a particularly tricky matter. We originally had a catch-all category named 
“politics and economics” encompassing all documents which could not be classified 
elsewhere. We then divided this category into two: “economic and/or sectoral policies” 
and “social consequences of European integration”. In addition, we added a category 
entitled “sustainable development” which so far contains few joint texts but which we 
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imagine might grow in size in the future. Of the quantitative work we did, this was 
without doubt the most awkward part. 

As is well known, there is manifestly: 

- a wide range of (socio-economic) challenges confronting each sector; 

- a wide range of national and European players and relationships between them; 

- a wide range of strategies implemented; 

- a wide range of dynamics; 

- a wide range of SSD outcomes. 

Our aim was to draw attention to common features and examine the possibility of 
establishing a typology. Our typology, like any other, operates on the basis of ideal types. 
Each sector obviously possesses its own dynamic and it own particular features. We took 
no account of other variables such as, for example, the role and importance of 
multinational companies or SMEs, the homogeneity or diversity of sub-sectors, etc. 
Furthermore, as was stressed by almost all our interviewees and questionnaire responses, 
the human factor is important if not crucial. A key role is clearly played by individuals 
who have established relationships of trust and windows of opportunity, as a result of 
developments outside or inside the sector.  

This typology took shape gradually as the interviews were held and the questionnaires 
evaluated. Only at a later stage did we realise that the categories defined actually 
corresponded reasonably well to the types of joint document adopted. 

Most of the agreements have been concluded in sectors which are integrated into 
European policies. Most of the recommendations (not codes of conduct) exist in sectors 
where there is deregulation at national level, along with exposure to competition and 
interconnection. Traditional sectors are seeking a European dimension. Sectors “in 
decline” and exposed to the full force of international competition are the ones in which 
the most codes of conduct have been signed. Sectors in search of a higher European 
profile and a European “quality label” are experimenting with codes of conduct not based 
on ILO standards (e.g. ethical ones). Finally, the commerce sector is trying out various 
instruments in its desire to better highlight its specific features. 

We have furthermore illustrated the trade-offs made: sectors in decline where the two 
sides of industry are coping together with the industrial crisis and job losses; common-
policy sectors attempting to construct a European level of industrial relations; sectors 
forced down the road of interconnection which are managing deregulation/privatisation by 
opening up spaces for negotiation in industries with a background of partnership. 
Traditional sectors are engaging in a “conservative” social dialogue while they search for 
some real substance; sectors with an image problem are, with varying degrees of success, 
constructing their European agenda and in some cases attempting to use Europe in order to 
revive the sector. 

The diversity of situations, issues and dynamics explains why it is so difficult, if not 
impossible, to establish a coherent system of industrial relations at Community level. It 
nevertheless seems to us that a critical point has been reached in a number of sectors. This 
is the case of those sectors which, in whatever category, are performing least satisfactorily 
and where, in view of general developments in the sectoral social dialogue, various 
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questions arise about the prospects for future dialogue - questions necessitating an analysis 
of the stumbling-blocks and the possibilities for overcoming them. 

However, matters are likewise becoming critical in sectors which have achieved 
significant progress over recent years. In reality they all encounter the same questions: 
how should texts be followed up? What linkage should there be between the European and 
national sectoral levels? And between the sectoral and cross-industry levels? Answering 
these questions inevitably means clarifying the aims of social dialogue. Yet progress has 
often (but not always) been possible precisely because the purpose of dialogue was - and 
still is - ambiguous. According to one employers’ federation, “Social dialogue (…) It’s a 
matter of using a neutral term to describe the process that might lead to collective 
bargaining between employers’ organisations and trade unions. The term ‘collective 
bargaining’ may in fact alarm some people, so the process leading towards it is presented 
benignly”. Thus it is possible for achievements to be made through social dialogue without 
the fact necessarily being trumpeted. If the SSD really is set to become an element of 
democratic governance and a factor for economic and social modernisation, in 
combination with the Lisbon strategy, it would no doubt be helpful to clarify the status of 
the various joint texts and, where appropriate, their follow-up and implementation. In 
other words, whereas ambiguity in the nature of the SSD may have been positive and 
creative in the past, it could now begin to constitute an obstacle. 

A few suggestions for future research 

- Clarifying the follow-up and implementation of the texts adopted will increasingly 
become a live issue in future. Over and above ascertaining whether or not implementation 
has taken place, a methodology should also be drawn up for devising relevant follow-up 
instruments to verify implementation at a decentralised level (sector or company). It 
would be especially useful to work out a precise definition of these concepts and establish 
evaluation indicators for follow-up and implementation in relation to each type of joint 
document. 

- Linked to this issue is that of the enlarged Europe. The effect of enlargement on different 
sectors of national affiliate organisations has been uneven, and one would need to check 
just how representative some of them are. This twofold question would need to be 
explored further in order to evaluate the coverage of the texts adopted throughout the 
European Union. It is a question which will arise much more forcibly if the SSD develops 
more in the direction of reciprocal commitments, as seems to have been the case in recent 
years. 

- “Common positions” can in some cases play a major role in shaping European policy-
making. It would be interesting to assess systematically the impact of common positions 
on the thrust and wording of Community texts, with a view to ascertaining the conditions 
for this impact and the scale of its effects. In other words, how do the Commission DGs 
take on board and incorporate the demands and comments emanating from sectoral social 
dialogue documents? 

- Certain sectors consider that the adoption of European “tools” in the context of 
sectoral social dialogue can create real added value. Unlike other types of text, tools have 
no direct links with European or national policies but are usually aimed very pragmatically 
at creating a European bedrock of good practice. The following questions could generate 
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interesting answers: how are these tools disseminated? At what level(s) are they 
evaluated? Can their tangible effects be gauged? 

- The interplay between the sectoral levels of social dialogue and the cross-industry level, 
as well as with European Works Councils, is very variable and depends on several factors. 
It would be worth looking in more detail at the functioning and relevance of all these 
numerous interconnections with a view to strengthening the “overlapping” players and 
their strategies. 
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