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EDITORIAL
Equal opportunities between women and men has been - in one form or another - on the social policy agen-
da of the European Community since its very beginning in the 1950s. The Maastricht Treaty in 1992 gave the
trade union and employers’organisations a more prominent role in European decision-making, a role which
was reinforced in the Amsterdam Treaty of 1997. As a result of the new provisions, Directives relevant to gen-
der equality - on parental leave and on part-time work - have resulted from framework agreements reached
by the social partners at European level on the invitation of the Commission.

In the European Commission Fourth Action Programme on Equal Opportunities for Women and Men (1996-
2000), the social partners are cited as actors who have the potential and obligation to contribute to equal
opportunities policies. The programme stresses the importance of ensuring that the equality dimension is inte-
grated adequately in the different layers of the social dialogue. The European Commission has committed
itself to providing technical and financial support to the social partners for the development of European net-
works and exchanges on equality and has made efforts to monitor equal opportunities initiatives in the frame-
work of the social dialogue.

The recently adopted European Employment Strategy for the years 2000-2006 also recognises the role social
partners can play in improving equal opportunities. Social partners are given responsibility, together with
other relevant actors within the Member States, to increase employment rates for women, to bring the repre-
sentation of men and women in certain economic sectors and occupations in balance and to improve career
opportunities for women. Emphasis is also given to issues related to the work-life balance and to the re-inte-
gration of women into the labour market. Special attention is given to the implementation and monitoring of
the existing Directives and social partner agreements in this area.

Why then is it in the interest of social partners to take up this &dquo;gender challenge&dquo;? Some of the answers to this
question are more than obvious. The labour market is becoming increasingly feminised and it is thus in both
the employers’and the unions’interests to meet the needs of this evergrowinggroup of employed. Demographic
changes within the EU should also function as an indicator for, as the population grows older, it is the (often
well educated but under-utilised) female workforce that can offer the most readily accessible labour to supply
the needs of employers. With the European labour market participation rates lagging far behind such post-
industrial countries as the United States, the issue of low participation rates also becomes an issue of compe-
tition. The far-reaching effects of these developments are crucial: how to maintain (and to continue to strive
for) high standards of employment quality and security in this climate of intensified competition? And how to
avoid further polarisation between the included and the excluded from the labour market?

One answer could be to adopt a more ’equality sensitive’approach to labour market issues. This would enable
social actors to make better use of the current and potential labour force, and individual employees would
benefit from more differentiated approaches which seek to enhance both quality of work and - more holisti-
cally - quality of life. There is no reason why both employers and employees could not gain from high quali-
ty employment relationships. It is this quality dimension that offers Europe best hope for competition in the
global market - a quality dimension that trade unions have traditionally been seen to stand for. However, this
requires a change in strategy. The realisation that diversity is strength, at both the workplace and the home,
is crucial. Not only are employment relationships and patterns changing, but also family structures have
diversified. Traditional attitudes to the perception of ‘acceptable’gender roles are being challenged - both in
work and in life outside of work - and by both women and men. These challenges and changes should be taken
up by unions’ and employers’ organisations through modernising both the bargaining agendas as well as
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internal decision-making structures. In this area, some progress has already been achieved - as exemplary
cases described in this issue of TRANSFER hopefully serve to illustrate.

Thus, it is not enough for the social partners to introduce equality-sensitive collective agreements, but is at
least equally important that the social partners’ organisations themselves commit to changing the way they
operate and are structured. External equality equals internal equality, and it is important that both women
and men are equally represented around the bargaining table - and at all levels of decision-making.

In 1995 the European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions commissioned a
major research project on &dquo;Equal Opportunities and Collective Bargaining&dquo; which sought to identify a posi-
tive link between collective bargaining and equal opportunities. At the time, there was ample debate on ’gen-
der equality’ but not much debate on the potential role the social partners could play in developing gender
sensitive and pro-positive action policies in the arena of industrial relations. The fact that the project com-
missioned by the European Foundation was the first to gather and to compare information on this important
topic across all the EU Member States serves to illustrate that there was a clear information gap in this area
of information and research. In this context, the project was both timely and innovative. Altogether 237 col-
lective agreements from 15 EU Member States were analysed in detail during the five-year project, which
eventually reached its conclusion in December 1999. The project revealed that collective bargaining could be
an important instrument in promoting gender equality both on the European and the national level. On the
other hand, such innovative agreements and provisions have the potential to challenge and modernise col-
lective bargaining by extending the scope of traditional regulations. The project not only sought to identify
innovative agreements, but also provided analysis and information on the bargaining process behind these
agreements. The seven full-length articles in this issue of TRANSFER draw heavily on this work, while the
first article provides more detailed information on the project itself.

The series of articles presented provides the reader with some interesting insights on how social partners in
different national contexts have attempted to approach equality sensitive issues through collective bargain-
ing. The articles include examples covering a variety of topics such as combating pay discrimination, tackling
gender segregation, providing for childcare and preventing sexual harassment, tackling time use issues, and
providing for equal access to training and promotion for all employees. Attempts are also made to draw
macro-level conclusions from the project, that is, to elaborate on what cross-national lessons and tools could
be derived from the findings. Recent developments in the European policy debate - for example the enhanced
role the social partners are allocated in the European Employment Strategy and the introduction of such ter-
minology as ’gender mainstreaming’at European level - indicate that the project of the European Foundation
was both well-timed and relevant in stimulating debate at both the European and the national level.
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