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Since we introduced non-thematic or ‘open’ issues of Transfer three years ago the Editorial 
Committee has had an ongoing debate as to whether we should continue with this new 
system. We were not sure whether the new system was actually an improvement and wheth-
er we had succeeded in our aim of opening up the journal to more potential authors. At 
our meeting in September 2007 in Manchester we finally decided to continue to publish one 
non-thematic issue each year. Our decision was largely based on our experience with this 
issue: the articles are all highly relevant to trade unions and European policy-making, and 
they are of a good academic quality without being oriented towards a narrow and purely 
academic discourse.

Although we are not selecting articles solely on the basis of the political actuality of the 
topic, the first article in this issue certainly deals with a ‘hot’ topic in European politics and 
trade union strategies. Flexicurity is seen by many European policy-makers as a strategy 
which can strike a balance between labour and capital and simultaneously improve com-
petitiveness and economic growth. Andranik Tangian’s article, ‘European flexicurity: con-
cepts, methodology and policies’, departs from the recent political and academic discus-
sion and argues that it is an illusion to expect that such a balance can be achieved and that 
the winners are fewer than the losers. Instead, he proposes a ‘flexinsurance’ based on 
employers’ contributions to social security that are proportional to the flexibility of the 
employment contract and/or risk of unemployment for the employee, a basic minimum 
income system and measures that would constrain financial markets’ pressure on European 
governments.

Another ongoing debate is highlighted in the following article by Gerhard Bosch and 
Sebastian Schief, ‘Older employees in Europe between “work line” and early retirement’. 
The ageing population and current pension systems throughout Europe are seen as major 
threats to future wealth and a time bomb under the welfare state. After examining all the 
basic trends in labour market participation among older people in Europe, the authors 
argue that the measures agreed upon by the European politicians in 2001 to increase the 
labour force participation rate for older people are not sufficient. In a few European coun-
tries, the EU recommendations were attained many years ago, but for the majority of 
countries it is necessary to create a more comprehensive policy starting from considerations 
on five issues: equality, humanisation of work, qualifications, flexibility and motivation.

The third article in this issue builds on the almost classical discussion on gender equality 
in the labour market. Alexandra Scheele discusses in her contribution, ‘Gender and the 
quality of work: an overview of European and national approaches’, how the quality of 
work is defined and how it is linked to gender issues. The starting point in the gender 
debate is the gendered participation in paid work and the segmented pattern of female 
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employment. These issues are relatively easy to define and discuss, but when it comes to 
the quality of work the debate becomes much more blurred: what is good work? Scheele 
outlines the EU quality indicators and the ILO decent work indicators and compares them 
with the German initiative on a ‘New Quality of Work’. She concludes that the debate on 
the quality of work is embedded in a capital-oriented strategy where productivity, low wages 
and poor labour rights seem to be dominant with the result that the quality dimension is 
suppressed. Furthermore, the gender issue is being reduced to the simple message that 
women should share the same conditions as men – not taking into consideration the work-
life balance for women.

Flexicurity, the ageing population and the gendered pattern of employment are all issues on 
the general European agenda on employment standards and included in policy recommen-
dations to stimulate economic growth and to deal with some general aspects of inequality 
and other social aspects. From the perspective of the ruling neoliberal strategy, which forms 
the basic assumptions on how to organise society to achieve the most effective and produc-
tive allocation of resources, another important issue in EU policy-making must be a restruc-
turing of the production of services. The dominant recommendations are very clear: more 
market and more competition. From this perspective public services have been under attack 
for several years.

The next two articles comment on this issue and report on national experiences in Denmark 
and Portugal. In ‘Marketisation of the public sector leads to socially and environmentally 
irresponsible contracting: the case of Denmark’, Ole Busck shows how the national imple-
mentation of the EU directives has affected public sector outsourcing of refuse collection 
and how working conditions in this sector have deteriorated. In Denmark, during the 1990s 
some 70% of refuse collection was contracted out by the municipalities to private operators 
and the choice of operator most frequently fell on the cheapest offer. The result has been a 
significant worsening of the working conditions among garbage men. Health and safety 
standards have been undermined, training has been abandoned and employment security 
has been reduced. In theory this should not happen because the contract between the 
municipality and the contractor defines acceptable standards, but in practice the munici-
palities’ main interest is to save money and they close their eyes when breaches of norms 
and standards occur.

‘The revolution in the public services sector in Portugal: with or without the unions’ by Alan 
Stoleroff provides us with an example of trade union attitudes and difficulties in influencing 
the comprehensive reform process of the public sector which in Portugal has resulted in a 
general rise in industrial conflicts. Despite an official commitment to involve unions in the 
process, governments have pursued their own goals of achieving a ‘revolution’ in public 
sector employment relations – with or without the unions. Stoleroff concludes his article by 
posing a number of questions which cannot easily be answered, but are key for the evalua-
tion of trade union behaviour in the restructuring of the public sector. Have the unions’ 
strategies and tactics reduced the possibilities of genuinely negotiated solutions? Are the 
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unions’ accusations of the government having an ‘anti-bargaining attitude’ a self-fulfilling 
prophecy? Is the imposition of austerity and reformist measures of rationalisation the result 
of a style of governance or an anti-labour orientation? Is the Lisbon strategy’s reference to 
social dialogue merely rhetoric when it comes to implementing changes which alter the 
established ‘effort bargain’ and established rights in the public sector?

The last article in this issue, ‘Puzzles of union density in Norway’, deals with one of the most 
persistent themes over the years in this journal: trade union membership and organisation. 
Kristine Nergaard and Torgeir Aarvaag Stokke start from the recent debate in Transfer on 
the impact of the unemployment insurance system (the Ghent system) on trade union mem-
bership rates in Denmark, Belgium, Finland and Sweden. After presenting the details of 
trade union membership in Norway they concentrate on explaining why membership rates 
have remained practically constant in this country – unlike elsewhere in Europe. They point 
to a number of factors behind this stability, but their main argument is that a deeply rooted 
and institutionalised industrial relations system including a favorable attitude among 
employers towards unions secures this stability.

We hope that our readers will enjoy these contributions to the assessment and development 
of European policy-making and trade union interest representation. We also want to invite 
readers or colleagues to contribute further to the next non-thematic issue of Transfer which 
will be 3/2008. The deadline for submission of articles to this issue is January 2008 (see the 
inside back cover of this issue for further details).

Jens Lind and Antonio Martin Artiles




