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Six years ago we published an issue of Transfer on ‘Changing employment relations in 
private-sector services: challenges and opportunities’ (Transfer 3/2002). The issue 
addressed different experiences of liberalisation, in particular the shift in employment to 
private sector services and the resulting challenges faced by trade unions. In November 
2007, the research institutes ETUI-REHS and SALTSA and the European Federation of 
Public Service Unions (EPSU) organised in Brussels a conference An alternative to the 
market – The social, political and economic role of public services in Europe, the aims 
of which were to underline the vital economic and social contribution of public services, to 
challenge assumptions underlying current EU policies and to identify issues for future 
research programmes. 

According to the conference organisers, the current approach at EU level to public services 
renders them almost invisible. This is reflected in the use of the term ‘services of general 
interest’ instead of public services and the priority given to competition, the internal market, 
and the constraints of the Stability and Growth Pact, rather than to the delivery of high 
quality public services. The contribution of public services to the economy and to creating 
employment, the social contribution of public services to the lives of Europeans, and the 
role of local, national and European political activity in shaping and controlling these 
services, have all been challenged by this approach. ‘Considering the mounting evidence 
that the marketisation and privatisation of public services have not delivered the 
expected results there is a need to re-evaluate the role of public services in Europe, 
including a re-examination of the basic assumptions underlying current policies and 
taking into account political implications.’ 

In view of the relevance of this topic, this issue of Transfer publishes, together with other 
relevant articles on the theme, some of the conference papers. The articles focus on two 
main themes: the drivers of privatisation and the impact of privatisation of services on 
employment and industrial relations. 

The drivers of privatisation are examined in relation to the emergence of new patterns of 
economic development – led by financial investors as main actors – and a new economic 
policy paradigm, whereby governments resort to cutting tax rates and restricting public 
spending in the race for international competitiveness (Huffschmid, Bieling and Deckwirth, 
and Pflug). The liberalisation of trade in services in the WTO and the interaction of supra-
national institutions, transnational forces and national governments are also considered 
(Raza, Bieling and Deckwirth). 
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The quantitative and qualitative impacts of privatisation and marketisation of services on 
employment and industrial relations are addressed by two contributions. The article by 
Schulten, Brandt and Hermann provides a comparative analysis of six European countries 
(Austria, Belgium, Germany, Poland, Sweden and the UK) and five sectors (electricity, 
postal services, local public transport, health care/hospitals and railways) which focuses on 
the impacts of privatisation and marketisation on restructuring, employment contracts and 
earnings, as well as on collective bargaining processes and structures. Stoleroff and Pereira 
analyse the ongoing changes in the public education system in Portugal, focusing on the 
consequences of the government’s ‘new management’ approach in terms of labour rela-
tions, employment adjustment and career patterns. Both analyses address the resulting 
challenges to trade unions and their responses.

Furthermore, the issue includes an examination of the social and political role of public 
services in relation to citizenship and democracy, revisiting Hirschman’s well-known ‘exit/
voice’ model, and addressing the ongoing debate on ‘post-democracy’ (Cella). This article 
contributes to our understanding of how ‘the final effects of the wave of privatisation and 
liberalisation affect not only forms of economic regulation but even the very nature of 
citizenship and democracy.’

In the News and background section of this issue Wolfgang Kowalsky sets out the ETUC’s 
perspective on public services in the light of the new Treaty of Lisbon. Rita Baeten examines 
the potential impact of the European Single Market on health care systems while Silvia 
Borelli considers the implications of the Rüffert case relating to the insertion of social 
clauses in public contracts.

Our aim, as coordinators of this issue, is that these articles will contribute to enriching the 
necessary debate, including among academics and trade unionists, on the important role of 
public services, and this as part of the larger debate for a Social Europe.

Readers will also have noticed that Transfer now has a Book Reviews Editor, Torsten 
Müller. Torsten Müller is overseeing the reorganisation of the Book reviews section, includ-
ing the selection of books to be reviewed. He will be ensuring that Transfer book reviews 
cover areas of interest to our readership and are of a consistently high quality. If you are 
interested in writing a book review for Transfer or would like to recommend a publication 
for review you can contact Torsten Müller at: bookreviews@etui.org (see also the inside 
front cover).
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