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Racism continues to be a significant problem in Europe. A Special Eurobarometer survey 
conducted in June-July 2006 showed that 64% of the citizens of the EU-25 believed there 
was widespread discrimination on the basis of ethnic origin in Europe.1 More specifically, 
77% felt that being a Roma was a disadvantage, and 62% felt the same about being of a 
different ethnic origin than the majority of the population. 

Racism is a particular problem for the trade union movement. In the survey just quoted, 
while 20% of Europe’s citizens felt that employers and companies have ‘an important 
role to play in combating discrimination’ only 8% felt the same about trade unions. This 
issue of Transfer focuses on how trade unions can better combat the direct and indirect 
discrimination that occurs on grounds of racial difference – and that can be and is 
directed against citizens with a ‘minority’ skin colouring or ‘minority’ culture. The arti-
cles in this issue are based on research carried out under a major EU-funded research 
project into how the trade unions mediate racism in the workplace (RITU).2 The RITU 
project research covered five countries: Belgium, Bulgaria, France, Italy and the UK. A 
future issue of Transfer (4/2008) will deal with the overlapping issue of discrimination 
against recent migrant workers.

The factors making the articulation of anti-racism policies quite difficult for many 
European trade unions are often ‘path-dependent’ in the sense that they are largely depend-
ent on the specific history of a specific country or local labour market. The Eurobarometer 
survey found differences between the exemplars from western Europe and those from cen-
tral and eastern Europe as concerns the presence of discrimination and the positive contri-
bution made by having people of different ethnic origin in the country. These differences 
are shown in Table 1 and are particularly significant in the context of this research.

Table 1: Diversity issues in fi ve European countries (%), 2006

Opinions agreeing France Belgium Italy UK EU-25 Bulgaria

There is widespread presence of 
discrimination by ethnic origin 80 78 77 68 64 42

People of different ethnic origin 
enrich the national culture 76 60 60 66 65 53

Source: Eurobarometer 263.

EDITORIAL

1 Special Eurobarometer 263 ‘Discrimination in the European Union’.
2  RITU: Racial and ethnic minorities, immigration and the role of trade unions in combating discrimina-

tion and xenophobia, in encouraging participation and in securing social inclusion and citizenship (HPSE 
– CT – 2002 – 00129). www.workingagainstracism.org 
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In the western Europe of the 1950s and 1960s, largely homogeneous populations tended to 
adapt racist assumptions developed earlier through colonialism, 19th century nation build-
ing, and 20th century Nazism to frame the ‘new’ immigrants from former colonial territories 
(or from Turkey) as the racialised inferior Other. This social construction of racist stereotypes 
occurred largely in western Europe’s major urban areas to which the new labour was drawn. 
Patterns of different and discriminatory treatment thus developed where majority and minor-
ity workers were present alongside each other in the same labour markets and workplaces. 
In these major towns and cities racism today continues to be directed against visibly different 
first generation migrants as well as second or third or fourth generation descendants of vis-
ibly different migrants who approximate to these stereotypes. In western Europe there are 
both the immediate discriminations faced by recent migrants, significant numbers of whom 
have arrived as refugees seeking asylum and there are the institutionalised, longer-term dis-
criminations faced by workers who have become permanent racialised minorities.

In much of south-eastern Europe, in contrast, centuries of first Ottoman and then Austro-
Hungarian and Russian imperialism left legacies of significant rural populations of nation-
ally born-and-bred citizens with different languages or different cultures or slightly different 
skin complexions from the ‘national’ majority.3 In Bulgaria, for example, the two principal 
minorities together make up about 15% of the whole population, while the numbers of asy-
lum applications during the 1990s was negligible in comparison with those of western 
European countries. Assumptions of difference and degrees of inferiority in these countries 
are not derived from myths and fears arising from immigration, but are about cultural identi-
ties and origins and different socio-economic identities. In these countries the framing of the 
supposed racial inferiority of the Roma or other national minorities include the prejudices of 
the educated town dwellers over the less educated and poorer peasantry, with different work 
traditions and expectations. As with the visible minorities in western Europe, stereotyping by 
the ‘majority’ implicitly justifies the exclusion of the Other from equal access to good jobs, 
training and promotion. The relatively low proportion (only half) of the Bulgarians surveyed 
in Table 1 who saw the positive contribution that the Other makes to their culture clearly 
reflects this ‘separate cultures’ context. But because the ‘majority’ and ‘minority’ workers are 
less likely than in western Europe to be working alongside each other and competing in the 
same labour markets, and also in the context of a strong rhetoric of racial equality under 
‘Communism’, workplace discrimination also presents itself as comparatively less severe. 

The RITU research project had to take these differences into account throughout its 
research which aimed to identify information on the following: 
 • trade union policy approaches to race discriminations;
 • what actually happens to such policies in the workplace;
 •  the actual experiences of discrimination and xenophobia at work today, from the 

employer, from colleagues and from the customer; and
 •  the participation of people of black and minority ethnic origins in the trade unions. 

3  In large parts of central and eastern Europe substantial Jewish minorities were murdered in the 
Holocaust.
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This project brought together a wealth of documents and a total of 459 interviews. The 
status and nationality of the interviewees is shown in Table 2.

Table 2: RITU project interviewees, 2003-2005

Interviewees: Belgium Bulgaria France Italy UK
RITU 
total

National trade union offi cers 2 5 12 7 11 37

Regional or local trade union 
offi cers 15 6 9 22 18 70

Workplace trade union acti-
vists and representatives from 
‘majority’ backgrounds

13 38 11 20 17 99

Non-activist ‘majority’ 
workers 1 11 13 5 5 35

Workplace trade union acti-
vists and representatives from 
‘minority’ backgrounds

9 20 28 10 18 85

Non-activist ‘minority’ 
workers 43 14 12 13 16 98

National and local campaign-
ing anti-racist organisations 5 2 8 13 7 35

National totals 88 96 93 90 92 459

The RITU researchers achieved their objectives of interviewing trade unionists from the top 
of the trade union (107 full-time national or regional officials) down to the workplace (184 
workplace activists). They also interviewed 133 non-activist workers, some of whom were 
inactive trade union members but most of whom did not belong to any trade union. Among 
the 317 workplace level interviews, 134 were with activists from the national ‘majority’ 
group, while 183 were from a ‘minority’ ethnic group.

Three case study sectors were chosen for each country. The decisive factor in the selection 
of the sectors in each of the five countries was that there were both minority workers within 
the sector and a trade union presence – either at workplace or sector level but preferably at 
both. By exercising both these criteria some sectors that employ significant proportions of 
ethnic minority staff would be excluded because trade unions are largely absent. Because 
our research focus was on trying to find out how trade unions mediate workplace racism 
– challenging it, tolerating it or even supporting it – a union presence was essential: the 
researchers therefore selected the public transport, health and retail sectors in each of 
Belgium, France and the UK, the health, shipbuilding and engineering sectors in Italy, and 
the tobacco, construction and textile industries in Bulgaria. 

Unions are complex democratic and voluntary organisations and racism a contentious 
issue. Before this research project there had been no recent examination of how Europe’s 
trade unions confronted racism in the workplace. A very limited number of excellent studies 
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had examined the presence and role of racism in individual workplaces in a particular 
country (Wrench and Virdee 1996; Kyriakides and Virdee 2003). John Wrench’s insightful 
work had looked at union policies in one or pairs of countries (Wrench 1986, 2003). Other 
pioneering studies, even more limited in number, had investigated anti-racist trade union 
policy at the international level (see Martens 1999; Penninx and Roosblad 2000; Wrench 
1996). But there had been no systematic study of the experience of racism across European 
workplaces, nor any attempt to assess the impact on the ground of the 2000 Employment 
Equality Directive. Nor had there been any recent attempt to explain why ‘majority’ trade 
unionists tolerated discrimination against minority workers (for an exception, see Virdee 
2000: 545). Finally, prior to this research there had also been no attempt to theorise the 
workplace experiences of national minorities within central and eastern Europe and relate 
them to the kinds of discrimination taking place against migrant minorities in western 
European countries with more recent histories of significant migration.

Erel’s opening article reports on the debates about the meaning of racism in different 
European societies and introduces the common framework used by the researchers in the 
RITU project. In the second article Jefferys discusses why unions find the social injustices 
linked to racism particularly difficult to tackle. Jefferys argues that there are structural-
ideological problems behind the often weak response to workplace racism. The third article 
by Ouali brings together the research findings detailing examples of the workplace racism 
uncovered by the research in the transport and retail sectors. In the fourth article, 
Bernardotti, Dhaliwal and Perocco discuss experiences of union anti-racism in the health 
sector. The fifth article by Basso traces the political background to union responses to rac-
ism in Italy, focusing on examples from shipbuilding and engineering. The following article 
by Zhelyazkova and Angelova considers the different experience of discrimination in 
Bulgaria, already flagged up above. Finally, the researchers’ contributions to this issue are 
rounded off by Davis. She presents what the trade unionists interviewed during the project 
felt the unions could do to campaign more effectively about racism, and a series of guide-
lines for wider discussion. 

In the News and background section of this issue there are three other contributions to this 
important discussion by Catelene Passchier, the ETUC Confederal Secretary with responsi-
bility for equality, Wilf Sullivan, the British TUC Race Equality Officer, and John Wrench 
from the European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA) in Vienna.

We hope that the research findings and guidelines published in this issue of Transfer will be 
of practical use to unions and others in their strategies to combat and prevent discrimina-
tion and racism at the workplace.
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