
The Copenhagen European Council summit finally gave the go-ahead to ten candidate countries
to accede to the European Union in May 2004 enabling them to join prior to the European elec-
tions. On 8 March the people of the island of Malta were the first to say ‘Yes’ to EU accession.
More than a decade after the fall of the Communist regimes of central and eastern Europe, the
shock of economic and political transformation, and a long and arduous process of negotiation,
the Maltese referendum success means that the EU has taken the first hurdle in the home straight
that will lead to the unification of Europe. Few doubt that the remaining hurdles – referenda in
the other acceding countries and ratification by the existing 15 Member States – will also be
cleared. Whereas past attempts at European unification have resulted from the power lust of
tyrants and dictators and have resulted in enormous human misery and oppression, European
unification is now to be achieved as a result of the free will of peoples, based on common dem-
ocratic values and against a background of domestic peace and stability.

The European trade union movement has from the very beginning placed the process of
European unification at the forefront of its policy. The early integration into the ETUC of the
trade unions of the new democracies of central and eastern Europe, their membership with equal
rights and their active participation in the common formation of European trade union policy
were essential contributions towards the unification process. For that process has encountered
numerous problems, and will continue to face problems in the future. Many people on both sides
of the former ‘Iron Curtain’ are concerned about the perceived changes and challenges, such as
migration, heightened competition, a ‘sell-out’ of national assets. Here it needs to be recognised
that problems do indeed exist and require appropriate policy responses, not only from govern-
ments but also from civil society actors and especially trade unions. What must be clear is that
such an unprecedented historical event calls for active and effective solidarity: this is the best way
to reduce the imbalances that underlie so many of people’s concerns and represents an invest-
ment in a common future. 

Beyond that, however, policy-makers, including trade unions, must avoid focusing exclusively on
the risks and challenges, and also recognise and emphasise the major opportunities for trade,
cooperation and development within the huge single market that is being created. Incomes are
indeed lower in the East, but growth rates are faster there than in the West. Furthermore, there is
the simultaneous challenge and opportunity of establishing and developing the European social
model in the eastern half of the continent, to replace the inefficient and undemocratic planned
economy, and in competition with the neoliberal order that many are seeking to establish there,
with knock-on effects in western Europe. All this requires the active involvement of trade unions
in both the East and West of a united Europe, supporting and learning from each other and
developing the effective collective bargaining systems, social dialogue and effective welfare state
provision that are the pillars of the European social model.

Two previous issues of TRANSFER have dealt with aspects of the enlargement process (Volume
3, No. 2 and Volume 6, No. 3). With accession now so close, this issue seeks to take a rather dif-
ferent perspective, looking not only at the problems and challenges in the acceding countries
themselves, but rather at the interactions between existing and future members and considering
elements of a joint future.
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Heribert Kohl and Hans-Wolfgang Platzer provide an overview of structural developments in
labour relations in the eight CEE countries in relation to the European social model. Compared
to the current EU Member States, these countries have their own evolutionary type of labour rela-
tions, which will considerably increase the diversity of structures and policies in the enlarged EU.
The overall weak and fragmented structures of interest representation at company level, as high-
lighted by Kohl and Platzer, are placed in their historical context and analysed in depth by
Miroslav Stanojevic and Grigor Gradev. Their article draws on empirical research into the opera-
tion of trade unions and works councils in CEE countries, in particular Hungary and Slovenia. 

Béla Galgózci and Emmanuel Mermet examine wage developments in the candidate countries.
They compare wage levels there with those in west European countries and analyse the develop-
ment of wages in relation to other economic performance indicators in these countries. Noting
that candidate countries have made important social policy commitments in their negotiations for
accession to the EU, Maria Lado and Daniel Vaughan-Whitehead pose the question ‘Social dia-
logue in candidate countries: what for?’ Lado and Vaughan-Whitehead assess the coverage of
social dialogue – and the effectiveness of social dialogue mechanisms – in the candidate coun-
tries. The autors also assess for the first time all the possible implications this may have in an
enlarged European Union. 

Mira Celin assesses whether the European Employment Strategy is appropriate for the labour mar-
kets of the future member states and where they stand in relation to the current Member States in
achieving the Lisbon targets. The article analyses both the drawbacks and the positive elements of
this strategy for these countries and considers proposals for revising the EES. Eamets et al. analyse
labour market flexibility in the CEECs. Their empirical approach focuses on macro level issues
including labour protection, labour market policy and the role of trade unions in wage setting. 

Henri Lourdelle takes stock of reforms by candidate countries in the fields of healthcare and pen-
sions and analyses how these countries should go about establishing pension and healthcare
schemes which reconcile the need for reform and solidarity. Two case studies on healthcare and
social reform in the Czech Republic (Schlanger) and in Bulgaria (Tomev et al.) also illustrate the
reform process and the challenges reform poses for trade unions and society as a whole in the can-
didate countries.

In the News and background section Norbert Kluge and Eckhard Voss report on case studies
involving 11 multinational companies with subsidiaries in Poland, the Czech Republic and
Hungary. Peter Kerckhofs examines the issue of enlargement and European Works Councils, while
Kevin O’Kelly presents the results of a survey on working conditions in the candidate countries. 

The unification of Europe affects all Europeans, in both East and West. We hope that this issue
of TRANSFER contributes to the debate within and outside the labour movement that is nec-
essary to ensure that the huge political achievement that is eastern enlargement will also be a
success in economic and social terms.

Reiner Hoffmann
Andrew Watt
Marina Luttrell
Brussels, March 2003
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