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EDITORIAL 
When entering 2009 the prospects for European workers, citizens and economies looked 
dark. The financial meltdown in the US had spread like wildfire and brought sharp drops 
in trade, production and employment throughout the global economy. Entire national 
economies, like those of Iceland and Latvia, were on the verge of collapse and losses of 
jobs, income and homes soared at a speed and magnitude that were reminiscent of the 
Great Depression in the 1930s. Fortunately, central banks and politicians reacted more 
sensibly this time than in the 1930s and it now seems that the combined effects of the bank 
rescue and stimulus packages have prevented the worst case scenario from materialising. 
But even if the bottom of the trough should prove to be over and the stock markets are 
showing signs of recovery, the economic losses and the social costs for the societies, com-
panies and the millions of workers that have lost their jobs and income will be with us for 
years. After recent recessions it took four to six years for employment to return to pre-crisis 
levels. With the current crisis, while European production and exports have plunged and 
unemployment has again reached double-digit numbers in many countries, the repayment 
of public budget debt will for many years, especially if the rules of the Stability Pact are 
strictly applied, put a brake on policies to bring unemployment down to pre-crisis levels. 

In such a perspective, European politicians, institutions and, not least, the trade unions are 
facing tough challenges. First, in order to prevent similar calamities recurring, they must 
ensure that the rules, incentives and governance of international finance are adequately 
reformed. Secondly, they must pull the EU out of the political paralysis of past years and 
negotiate a ‘New Deal’ to boost employment and make Europe work. One benefit of the 
crisis is that it has laid bare the inadequacies of the Washington Consensus and has opened 
opportunities for rethinking the political means and ways ahead. It has become evident that 
the state is not the root of all economic evil but has to be part of the answer to the 21st 
century challenges. In many countries the crisis has also made very clear that purely nation-
al responses are insufficient to cope with the volatility of global markets and that European 
answers are needed to prevent financial turmoil and lay the basis for a sound and sustain-
able recovery. 

The contributions to this open issue of Transfer all feed into this much needed discussion 
of how to steer a new direction in European integration and working life policies. In the 
special feature at the beginning of this issue, John Monks, the Secretary General of the 
ETUC, Iain Begg, of the London School of Economics, Dominique Méda, Research 
Director of the Centre d’études de l’emploi, and Roshan Di Puppo, Director of the Social 
Platform, share their thoughts about the way ahead for Europe, and the new European 
Parliament and new Commission in particular. The contributions all highlight the need for 
a strong and dynamic European approach to dealing with the crisis and its consequences, 
emphasising the need for European policy-makers to adopt a flexible and proactive attitude 
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that facilitates the recovery and transformation of the economy. Although their approach 
and priorities vary, they seem to agree on one thing: if Europe is to meet the demand for a 
more socially just and sustainable path of development, it must use the crisis to create a 
vision of European integration that goes beyond the four economic freedoms. The mere 
notion of a single market governed by a European Central Bank and a European Court of 
Justice is insufficient to gain the necessary support from citizens, civil society and trade 
unions. Politics have to be reinserted into the equation and regain supremacy in determin-
ing the scope and limits of market forces in shaping Europe’s way out of the crisis and into 
the future. A new narrative is needed to guide the future mid-term strategy on the European 
level (post-Lisbon); this should build on the lessons that have been learnt and foster the 
creation of a sustainable society for all. Following these contributions aimed at the EU 
institutions we then turn to the position of the trade unions. As its own special feature we 
publish an article by Jürgen Hoffmann and Reiner Hoffmann who explain clearly the cur-
rent predicament of trade unions by means of a wide-ranging analysis which helps us to 
understand how trade unions can confront the challenges of the new global reality. We will 
return to some of these themes in 2010 in a special issue of Transfer on Rethinking collec-
tive representation (Transfer 3-2010). 

The ideological prejudices of the Washington Consensus are more specifically addressed by 
Peter Bakvis in the first main article of this open issue. Analysing the narrow and skewed 
understanding of the interplay between regulation of labour markets and economic and 
social development expressed in the annual World Bank Doing Business publication, where 
workers’ rights are claimed to be a hindrance to investment, Bakvis shows how this empiri-
cally flawed thesis has been used to recommend that states do away with workers’ rights. 

As a result of declining membership, the representativeness of European trade unions as the 
voice of workers has sometimes been cast in doubt. In the second main article Marc 
van der Meer, Roos van Os van den Abeelen and Jelle Visser analyse the opinions of union 
members and non-members regarding major social differences and trade union priorities in 
the Netherlands, which the study shows match quite well. The declining legitimacy of 
unions as well as that of politicians evidently has more to do with the traditional pattern of 
representation and participation than with union priorities – especially among new genera-
tions of employees. 

A group of employees that often falls outside the scope of organised industrial relations is 
that of contingent workers with temporary or other atypical forms of contracts. In the third 
main article, Susanne Pernicka analyses trade union strategies targeting the growing group 
of contingent workers in further education in the UK and Austria. In spite of very different 
institutional contexts she finds interesting evidence of convergent union strategies to cope 
with the rising heterogeneity of the workforce. 

Distinguished by their Ghent systems of unemployment insurance, the Nordic and Belgian 
trade unions have maintained high levels of union density. The fourth main article by 
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Anders Kjellberg analyses the reasons for and consequences of the sudden 6 percentage 
point drop in union density in Sweden – causing a loss of membership exceeding 11% in 
the main blue-collar confederation LO – in the course of two years (2006-2008). The expla-
nation is political: in 2007 the new centre-right government raised the fees for union unem-
ployment funds, abolished tax deductions for union membership fees, and dismantled the 
redistributive mechanisms between the various funds, resulting in rising costs and massive 
membership flight. Almost one-third of the Swedish labour force and as much as 50% of 
the currently unemployed now have no unemployment insurance. Clearly, politics still mat-
ter – even in the often praised Nordic models. Developments in the Belgian Ghent system 
are further reviewed by Kurt Vandaele in the News and background section.

An innovative union strategy devised to match the globalisation of production is the 
negotiation of transnational framework agreements (TFAs), functioning as a new tool of 
regulation within transnational companies. The fifth main article by Volker Telljohann, 
Isabel da Costa, Torsten Müller, Udo Rehfeldt and Reingard Zimmer analyses the TFAs’ 
background, prevalence and strategies, striking a fairly positive balance as to the TFAs’ 
potential for internationalisation of industrial relations, in spite of the fact that the 
number of TFAs are still fairly modest (fewer than 150) and they are mostly found in 
European companies. 

The sixth article by Andranik Tangian provides indices for individual working condi-
tions across Europe and finds, not surprisingly, that conditions vary widely with the 
richer countries like Switzerland and the Nordic countries at the top and less developed 
economies such as Greece and Turkey at the bottom. In general, all too often workers 
in all the countries experience poor qualification and career opportunities, high emo-
tional stress, inconvenient working time arrangements and a modest income – and this 
is much more pronounced among those employees with atypical contracts. Discussing 
flexicurity, Tangian also finds little support for the Commission thesis that European 
employees are less interested in remaining with the same employer but need more flex-
ibility as a tool for ‘upward mobility’ and lifelong learning. Indeed, the results show 
that, from the point of view of employees, job stability is the most important of the 
15 aspects of working conditions, while Europe suffers from a shortage of training 
opportunities and employees demonstrate latent resistance to learning. In order to cre-
ate incentives for employers to provide better jobs, Tangian also suggests a workplace 
tax on firms with poor working conditions. 

The issue of flexicurity is also addressed in the final main article by Inger Marie Hagen and 
Sissel Charlotte Trygstad, which discusses what kind of mechanisms facilitate the high level 
of trust, participation and adjustment capacity they find at workplace level in many 
Norwegian companies. They suggest that this pattern of ‘local flexicurity’ can be attributed 
to the particular manner in which representative and individual participation interact at the 
company level in Norway, which is marked by a single channel system of workplace collec-
tive bargaining and worker representation. 
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The conditions for strengthening the social dimension of working life policies, partly also on 
the other side of the Atlantic, are further discussed in the News and background section 
which contains information on President Obama and labour, the German Constitutional 
Court’s judgment on the Lisbon Treaty, flexicurity in the Czech Republic, a new European 
Court of Justice judgment concerning workers’ participation and, as mentioned, the Ghent 
system in Belgium. 
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