
EDITORIAL

This special issue of Transfer focuses on discrimination experienced by migrants, ethnic minorities

and posted workers, and on how trade unions are responding to the challenges of racism at work.

Four of the articles arise directly out of interrelated research projects that were carried out in

2003–2005, 2008–2010 and 2013 involving essentially the same research teams and dealing with

trade union policies and practices concerning racism at work. They were funded by the European

Commission under the Fifth Framework Programme (HPSE-CT-2002-00129) and by its DG

Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion (VS/2012/0240) as well as by the EU Agency for Fun-

damental Rights (FRA2-2008-3200-T05) and included both targeted country studies of Belgium,

Bulgaria, France, Italy and the UK, and an EU-wide study. Two other articles arise from original

research into the aspirations and trajectories of contrasting groups of EU citizens working tempo-

rarily in Sweden, a country whose employment relations are often held up as a model for inclusive-

ness and solidarity.

The special issue begins, however, with an introductory contextual article that describes how

the official discourse of ‘anti-racism’ embodied in the 2000 Racial Equality Directive has been

countered by an even stronger discourse that appears to have encouraged intolerance of ‘foreign-

ers’. The xenophobic anti-immigrant and often anti-ethnic minority voice has become more stri-

dent as migrant numbers have risen and as the impact of the 2008 economic crisis has become

more severe.

The problem of how simultaneously to include the ‘racialized outsider’, while mobilizing the

‘insider’ who is being threatened by a huge economic crisis and the forced openings of many for-

merly protected markets, has no easy solution. In part this is because ‘solidarity’ between insider

and outsider cannot automatically be assumed. In the second article of this issue Christer Thörnq-

vist and Sebastian Bernhardsson explore the absence of serious resistance to unfair working con-

ditions by construction workers posted from Poland to work in Sweden, arguing that their ‘life

project’ helped sustain their passivity. In the third article Nedžad Mešić and Charles Woolfson

address the much more negative experiences of Bulgarian Roma in northern Sweden. Their exploi-

tation posed serious challenges for both labour market actors and regulatory authorities. The next

article by Rossana Cillo and Fabio Perocco also focuses on the labour market impacts of recent

migrants and trade union responses, this time in Italy. But it also addresses the structural role

played by changes in industrial organization. In particular, it argues that the extension of subcon-

tracting within construction, metalworking and shipbuilding is having the effect of protecting the

‘core’ workforce while exposing the new and more recent migrant workers to Italy to much less

secure labour conditions.

The last three articles are directly concerned with the responses of employment relations actors

to the challenges of racism at work. Virginie Bussat and Dagmar Soleymani discuss the role of

governments in implementing the Racial Equality Directive through equality bodies and their

encouragement of employer diversity charters, particularly in France. The article by John Wrench
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takes a longer and broader historical view to consider the extent to which European trade unions

have demonstrated awareness of the issue and have taken racism seriously as a problem that is not

just about countering extreme right-wing parties. The final article by Nouria Ouali and Steve Jeff-

erys draws from all the three main research projects to suggest that over the last 10 years, although

some of the most obvious forms of racism within the trade unions themselves and at work have

gone underground, this is not the end of the story. In practice, there has been a continuity of largely

ineffective union reactions, ranging from denial to unrealistic demands that the ‘outsiders’ become

‘insiders’. Other responses have ranged from sidelining anti-racism activities as the concern only

of a handful of activists to, at the other end of the scale, attempts to train and develop a much wider

group of workers to challenge unfair treatment and assert the need for equal outcomes. Much more

still needs to be done strategically by the unions to meet the continuing challenges of workplace

discrimination against ethnic minorities and migrants.

Steve Jefferys
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