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→⃝ According to the figures quoted by the 
European Commission, approximately 2 trillion 
euros is spent every year by over 250 000 
public authorities on the purchase of services, 
works and supplies from private companies. 
This represents almost 15% of the European 
GDP. Considering the scale of this, are you not 
concerned that any changes you are proposing 
will impact the workers involved? 

But that is the whole point. Public money 
should be spent to get better public servic-
es, not to contribute to decreasing wages 
or worsening working conditions. Current-
ly, the authorities spend trillions through 

We’ve already had some success with 
the inclusion of a clause in the Minimum 
Wage Directive (MWD) that was adopted by 
the European Parliament and the European 
Council in October 2022, which basical-
ly recognises the importance of collective 
bargaining for public procurement purpos-
es. What we want now is a Public Procure-
ment Directive that has a clear clause that 
makes it impossible to get a public contract 
without having a collective agreement in 
place – under current rules, this is actually 
impeded. For the Directive to be an engine 
of change, we need this revision. 

→⃝  Can we start with a brief explanation of 
what UNI Europa’s campaign for greater EU 
regulation on public procurement is all about? 

Oliver Roethig — Our campaign’s slogan 
is ‘no public contract without a collective 
agreement’. It is not actually about more reg-
ulation, we just want to have a simple change 
made to public procurement regulation at 
European level which would only allow pub-
lic contracts to go to companies that have a 
collective agreement. That is really the key 
focus of this campaign. For us, collective 
bargaining must be one of the key criteria for 
companies to get access to public contracts.     
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‘Should your taxes go to employers who repress unions and avoid collective 
bargaining?’ asks Oliver Roethig, Regional Secretary of UNI Europa. ‘Or should 
they go to employers who pay their workers decently and respect democracy 
at work?’ This question is at the heart of the campaign launched this year by 
the seven million-member strong European service workers union to tighten 
the conditions around bidding for public contracts. Roethig, who has headed 
UNI Europa since 2011, also sits on the Executive Board of UNI Global Union, 
which represents 20 million workers worldwide and of which UNI Europa is 
the European regional organisation. HesaMag spoke to him in his Brussels 
office about UNI Europa’s strategy to use public procurement to level up the 
collective bargaining coverage in EU countries.

Interview

Oliver Roethig

How can 2 trillion euros 
of public money be 
leveraged to help workers?  

Europe

HesaMag 26 . Winter 20224



public tenders and we want this money to 
be used to help strengthen collective bar-
gaining. [Under the new MWD] govern-
ments now have the target of reaching 80% 
collective bargaining coverage. If you invest 
15% of your GDP via procurement, why 
wouldn’t you leverage this to ensure that no 
public contracts are given where there is no 
collective agreement? Public procurement 
is no longer only about competition and 
accepting the lowest price. Today it is also 
about the general interest. 

Studies have shown that where work-
ing conditions are taken into account in 
the choice of bidders in public procurement 
processes, there are less work-related acci-
dents. And there are many examples where 
public contracts which were given based on 
the lowest price only led to companies sav-
ing on protective equipment for workers, 
with all due consequences.

→⃝ Can you give us some examples of how 
badly the current system works?

During the Covid-19 crisis, we had a dramat-
ic situation in France where the lowest bidder 
got a public contract for the cleaning of hos-
pitals, but the cleaners of this company didn’t 
have proper brooms or mops and were sup-
posed to clean highly contagious hospitals. 
In Denmark, the lowest bidder won a trans-
lation contract in public services but then re-
tracted and so no translation was available. 
Another example was a public transport con-
tract in Bratislava where, again, the cheapest 
bidder got it but then didn’t find people to do 
the job for the wages they were offering. At 
some point, there was no public transport 
available in the city. So basically, public ser-
vices can stop when you ignore working con-
ditions. Another symbolically bad example 
is the new building built for the European 
Council in Brussels, where a lot of undoc-
umented construction workers were used 
by the company which had been the lowest 

bidder, and there was a lot of wage theft and 
exploitation. So even the EU needs guidance 
on socially responsible public procurement. 
All these examples show one thing: public 
procurement ignoring social issues leads to 
bad public services, labour exploitation and a 
state-sponsored race to the bottom. We need 
to turn that vicious cycle into a virtuous one.

→⃝ What is your strategy to get people behind 
this reform?

Last year we started an open letter which 
was signed by virtually all the services un-
ions in Europe saying we want this change 
in EU law and we call on the Commission to 
start an initiative. We have also reached out 
to the European Parliament with our cam-
paign and we already have over 150 MEPs 
that have signed up. And we don’t only get 
support from progressive forces – we have 
also made inroads into the centre right, 
with members from the European People’s 
Party coming forward.

When we are talking about public pro-
curement, we are not only limiting our-
selves to service contracts, it is also about 
construction contracts or contracts in the 
manufacturing industries. They’re all part 
of the same issue. The European Federation 
of Building and Wood Workers (EFBWW), 
for instance, have a campaign running at 
the moment on the supply chain, which of 
course also links up to public procurement 
because they are aiming to get each worker 
in the supply chain covered by a collective 
agreement. Most of the European trade un-
ion federations are affected by the issue so 
we are working closely together with them 
and the European Trade Union Confeder-
ation on this. The German services union 
Ver.di, together with the DGB, organise 
training for public servants on how to ap-
ply ‘social public procurement’. Germany 
is one of the countries where we see some 
real progress on this issue, with regional 
governments linking public procurement to 
collective bargaining. 

↳	 Oliver Roethig, 
Regional Secretary of UNI 
Europa. 
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'Collective bargaining 
must be one of the key 
criteria for companies 
to get access to public 
contracts.'
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→⃝ Which regional governments? 

For example, the local authorities of Saar-
land and Berlin are frontrunners in ensur-
ing that public contractors respect collec-
tively agreed working conditions. And now 
the issue is also being taken up by the feder-
al government. So what we are trying to do, 
with the help of our affiliates, is to get this is-
sue into national political manifestos in the 
runup to elections. In a similar way we want 
the European political parties to include 
this demand of ‘no public contract without a 
collective agreement’ in their manifestos for 
the 2024 European elections. 

→⃝ If we apply a new rule that suppliers 
which do not meet the collective agreement 
condition can no longer be selected, does this 
mean that the price of services or goods will 
become more expensive for consumers? 

But what about the quality delivered for the 
consumers? Let me share a personal story 
with you: my mother was working in an office 
as a secretary, and the cleaning service was 
outsourced. She was complaining that the 
cleaners were not as good as the old employed 
cleaners. And I said to my mother ‘just go and 
look at the contract of the new cleaners’. She 
looked at it and told me: ‘Yes, it’s clear that 
with the time allocated to them to perform 
the task, they cannot clean properly’. 

Lowest-price tendering has many hidden 
costs, including the low quality of the servic-
es provided. If the only criterium is the price, 
many companies – good companies with un-
ions and decent working conditions – don’t 
even bother to submit an offer. The current 
rules give preference to the ‘cowboy compa-
nies’, and that’s not acceptable.

→⃝ Have you looked at how this issue is 
handled in other regions of the world?

Yes, in the US they have a system called 
‘prevailing wages tendering’, which basi-
cally means that for a tender you need to 
pay the average wage prevailing in the area. 
And the research is interesting. If you do a 
tender in the US with the prevailing wage 
clause, on average you will get more bids, 
so you have more companies that actually 
want to apply for the public contract. As I 
said, many good companies offering decent 
wages do not even bother submitting a bid 
if they know that the only criterium is price. 
For this reason, in many regions US legis-
lators are trying to link procurement with 
collective agreement requirements. 

Other research shows the that those com-
panies who were selected based on lowest 
price are also those who tend to violate labour 
laws much more often and provide a much 
lower quality of products and services. 

→⃝ What are the obstacles to the revision you 
want to the Public Procurement Directive?

The European Commission is the first ob-
stacle. Whenever we point to problems in 
public procurement, they repeat that it is 
up to the Member States and local author-
ities to take action. This attitude ignores 
the fact that it is the EU’s own Public Pro-
curement Directive that puts price above 
all other criteria. Our responsibility is to 
remind them that they need to take it seri-
ously after having already agreed on clear 
political objectives to increase collective 
bargaining coverage.      

There’s currently an argument in the 
Commission saying: ‘we want to use pub-
lic procurement to organise an ecological 
transition’. But it is very important for trade 
unions to intervene here and say: ‘you can’t 
have an ecological transition if you don’t 
have it in the social field as well’. The best ex-
ample of this is the ‘yellow vests’ protests in 
France some years ago: they were not critical 
of the ecological transformations themselves 
but rather because they couldn’t pay for it.

The evidence that the EU is an obsta-
cle at the moment is shown by the fact that 
every time a country or a region does some-
thing to link public procurement and collec-
tive bargaining, they get into legal trouble 
or fear legal consequences. It is the case in 
Malta, for example, where companies who 
have collective agreements or recognised 
trade unions have a higher chance of get-
ting a public contract. But now, a company 
that failed to get a contract because of this 
is challenging the policy in court based on 
EU regulation. They say they are being dis-
criminated against. It is crazy that a public 
authority can define the colour of the shirts 
to be worn by workers under a public con-
tract, but they can’t say anything about fun-
damental rights such as collective bargain-
ing. We need to use the enormous lever of 
public procurement to strengthen collective 
bargaining, and we need decisive political 
action on this very soon. ●

'There are many examples where public 
contracts which were given based on the 
lowest price only led to companies saving on 
protective equipment for workers, with all due 
consequences.'

'The current rules 
give preference to the 
"cowboy companies", 
and that’s not 
acceptable.'
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